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ABSTRACT 
WOMEN'S STUDIES PROGRAMS IN LATIN AMERICA: 
A SOURCE OF EMPOWERMENT 
MAY, 1992 
MIGDALIA REYES, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF PUERTO RICO 
M.S.W., UNIVERSITY OF CONNECTICUT 
Ed.D, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by: Professor Gretchen B. Rossman 
Because women's studies programs are a recent 
phenomenon, dating only from the 1980s, Latin American 
academicians, researchers and feminists have barely begun to 
explore the impact of women's studies programs on women 
students participating in them. 
This study is an effort to document the importance of 
women's studies programs in the development of feminism in 
Latin America and the empowerment of women through higher 
education. The primary method used in this study is 
qualitative research and ethnographic interviews to gather 
• • 
Vll 
the data. I explore the experiences of six women students 
participating in three of the major women's studies programs 
in Latin America: El Programa Interdisciplinario de Estudios 
de la Mujer (The Interdisciplinary Women's Studies Program) 
of El Colegio de Mexico; El Programa Interdisciplinario de 
Estudios de la Mujer of La Universidad Nacional de Costa 
Rica; and the Carrera Interdisciplinaria de Posgrado de 
Especializacion en Estudios de La Mujer (Interdisciplinary 
Post-graduate Career Specialization in Women's Studies) of 
La Universidad de Buenos Aires. 
A general account of Latin American women's history and 
a review of the literature on feminist theories, and 
discussion of women's studies as a social movement are 
included in this dissertation. 
My intention is to bring forth new perspectives and 
interpretations that could contribute to both women's 
studies programs and to feminism in academe. I also aspire 
to help fill a gap in feminist scholarship by enabling 
Latina women to speak for themselves about the impact of 
women's studies and feminism on their lives. 
• • • 
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The most oppressed of all conditions is to have 
no words to explain the feelings and 
predicaments one is experiencing while the 
belief system of the dominant culture and 
intellectual life deny this reality. Jalna 
Hanmer, (1990, p. 443) 
INTRODUCTION 
Women compose more than half of the population of Latin 
America, however, the distinctive needs, problems and 
reality of Latin American women have rarely been addressed 
in institutions of higher education (Fernandez, 1989). Ways 
in which gender oppression is linked to racism, ageism, 
ethnocentrism, classism, and heterosexism have often been 
absent or not fully developed within most disciplines in 
academia (Anzaldua, 1990; Cole, 1986; Hull, et.al., 1982; 
Smith, 1990). Recognizing the problems that such 
invisibility poses for women in particular and for society 
in general, Latin American feminist educators and political 
activists have begun to introduce women's studies programs 
as a vehicle for women's empowerment and a way to promote 
overall social change to benefit women (Acosta-Belen & Bose, 
1991). 
My motivation to study women's studies in Latin America 
grows from two sources. First is my own experience as a 
woman born and raised in rural Puerto Rico in the 1950s and 
1960s. Second, because I am a feminist social work educator 
and a community activist, it is a personal imperative to 
consider the issues of gender inequality and other forms of 
1 
oppression, and their relationship to structures and 
institutions of formal adult education. 
I grew up in a mountain town of Puerto Rico marked by 
traditional, rigid gender roles which cast men as superior 
to women. I quickly developed an understanding of the 
political and economic oppression that Puerto Rico faced as 
a developing colonial country. Both of these experiences 
helped me to develop a basic awareness of gender inequality 
in third world countries. However, it was not until my last 
year of college, where I took an elective course on Hispanic 
American literature taught by a feminist instructor, that I 
began seriously to explore male dominance and the oppression 
of women. I went on to enter a masters degree program in 
the United States and completed a degree in social work with 
a concentration in women's studies. These experiences 
prompted my interest in Latin American women's studies 
programs and their impact on women participants. 
My personal and professional experiences with feminism 
span both Latin America and the United States. As a Latin 
American woman, a feminist, and a resident of fifteen years 
in the northeastern United States, I am acutely aware of the 
often difficult meeting place of North American feminism and 
Latin American women's reality. The significant differences 
between Western and third world feminist ideologies framed 
my exploration of women's studies programs in Latin America. 
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The primary goal of this dissertation is to explore the 
impact of women's studies programs on the lives of six women 
students in Latin America. This study is exploratory. I 
focus on the experience of women in three different 
colleges: La Universidad Autonoma de Costa Rica, El Colegio 
de Mexico, and La Universidad de Buenos Aires. The study 
inquires about the women students' educational experiences, 
their motivation to enter women's studies programs, the 
impact of women's content education on their educational and 
career decisions, and their individual and collective 
identity as feminists. 
My exploration of women's studies in Latin America is 
grounded in two primary areas of study: Latin America's 
third world status and women's content education. Women's 
reality in Latin America is intricately bound with the 
social and economic conditions of the each country. In 
particular, the history of economic development in Latin 
America has had a marked impact on women's social role and 
economic status. Thus, the study includes a general 
overview of the issues of development in Latin America's 
history with special attention to the history of the three 
countries selected for the study, Costa Rica, Mexico and 
Argentina. I have also included a general account of the 
history of Latin American women. 
Feminist thought and the study of women's studies 
programs constitute a major part of the knowledge base of 
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this dissertation. I present a discussion of issues, 
themes, and trends which appear in the feminist literature 
and make reference to women's studies programs both in Latin 
America and other parts of the world. For this purpose, I 
draw upon the work of both third world and Western feminist 
scholars and activists. 
While the study builds on concepts developed by 
previous investigation into women's studies, I was limited 
by a serious lack of literature on Latin American women's 
studies with which to work. With the exception of a few 
pioneer studies, little research has been conducted on this 
topic. I therefore rely heavily on additional interviews I 
conducted with women administrators, faculty, and staff in 
women's studies programs from the three programs I 
investigated. Part of the data are my own field notes from 
conferences on Latin America feminism in the United States 
and Latin America. 
This study will generate and contribute to discussions 
and policy-making regarding women's education in 
institutions of higher education, and contribute to the 
necessary groundwork for future research on the impact of 
women's studies programs on Latin American students. I 
conclude by suggesting directions that Latin American 
feminists might take as they develop a uniquely Latin 
American women's studies movement. 
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CHAPTER I 
LATIN AMERICA IN PERSPECTIVE 
While we can not speak of a homogenous Latin American 
national or regional society, we can at least attempt to 
introduce a historical overview pointing out the 
commonalities of the countries of Central and South America, 
and the Caribbean.1 
With the exception of Brazil, which was colonized by 
Portugal, and Haiti, Guyana, Surinam and French Guiana, 
which were colonized by France, the remaining Latin American 
republics share a common Spanish colonial history, culture, 
and language. The essential features of Latin America 
originated in the pre-Columbian, native American culture and 
in the European (primarily Spanish and Portuguese) colonial 
social formation of the 1500s to the 1800s. In addition, 
African (slave) ethnic-cultural influences mark Brazil and 
the Caribbean, and indigenous ethnic-cultural elements 
characterize the Andean countries, Central America and 
Mexico. Varied cultural and racial heritages, as well as 
mixed social, economic and political realities, contribute 
to the widely diverse formation of contemporary Latin 
American countries. The Latin American region also shows a 
great degree of social and economic diversity and disparity. 
The economist Frank (1989) characterizes the history of 
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Latin America as "the development of underdevelopment". 
Klaren describes the problems of Latin America as follows: 
Once imagined by its Iberian conquerors as "El 
Dorado," Latin America stands five centuries later 
at the precipices of economic and social disaster. 
It is a region wracked by the possibility of 
collective bankruptcy and the reality that most of 
its people, to borrow from Franklin D. Roosevelt's 
famous description of the United States in the 
depth of the depression, are ill housed, ill 
clothed and ill fed. Crowded into the sprawling 
urban slums that surround Latin America's primary 
cities or locked into a "feudalized" hinterland, 
prisoners of a decaying economic and social 
system, Latin America's masses confront an 
uncertain, increasingly desperate material future 
(1986, p. 3). 
Poverty and underdevelopment are the hallmarks of most 
Latin American and Caribbean countries. The struggle to 
identify and implement economic development policies that 
enable Latin American countries to emerge from dependency 
and poverty into an economic, social and political order 
marked by equality, independence, and adequate resources is 
at the center of all Latin American economic and social 
theories. Today, Latin America continues to struggle to 
find economic development programs that meet the needs and 
requirements of its different countries and regions. The 
struggle is further complicated by political problems 
created by many of the economic growth and re¬ 
democratization processes that many Latin American countries 
have recently undergone. 
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In order for any Latin American country to accomplish 
significant levels of economic growth and political and 
social liberation (democracy), a material base and the 
commitment of substantial political and economic resources 
are required. While Latin America has undergone many 
social, economic and political changes, several 
characteristics of these nations have proven to be stubborn 
obstacles to the development process. First is the enormous 
inequality in distribution of income, wealth, resources and 
political power that characterizes Latin American countries. 
A second obstacle is Latin America's third world status. 
Latin American countries find themselves competing in a 
global, capitalist, economic system in which finance, 
capital, technology, and the means of production are in the 
hands of a few, advanced nations (Johnson, 1981). A third 
obstacle is the increased penetration of foreign capital and 
control, particularly that of the United States, into Latin 
America. 
The development of Latin American countries is 
considered advanced when compared with other developing 
regions of the world, particularly Africa, South Asia and 
the Middle East. However, the income distribution of Latin 
America is one of the most unequal in the world: the share 
of wealth held by the lowest 20 percent of the population is 
lower than in either Africa or Asia by approximately half 
(Stromquist, 1992, p. 20). Examining Latin America's 
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situation today, Wiarda and Harvey state that "although some 
of the bigger and richer countries like Mexico, Argentina, 
Brazil, and Venezuela have at times made progress in 
becoming more self-sufficient in terms of both food 
production and industrial output, the majority of Latin 
American countries remain locked in the historical pattern 
of exporting raw materials for the world market and 
importing manufacturing goods" (1985, p. 10). Moreover, 
Latin American countries today face one of the worst 
economic crisis of our times, marked by the 1980 - 1982 
international recession, a fall in Latin American exports, a 
substantial balance of payments deficit and an enormous 
foreign debt. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
adjustment packages, which offer policies designed to deal 
with the foreign debt, are frequently not supportive of 
Latin America's needs and requirements (Deere, et.al., 1990; 
Fagerlind & Saha, 1985). The IMF measures propose "control 
of bank credit, increases in interest rates, reduction in 
government deficit, curb on nominal wage rises and 
dismantling of price control" (Kay, 1989, p. 219). Some 
Latin American economists contend that these measures have a 
negative effect on Latin American social welfare systems and 
further aggravate the situation of unemployment and poverty 
in Latin America. 
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Theories of Economic Development: 
The Latin American Point of View 
Until recently, most economic development theorists 
viewed Latin America's development from a Western, 
capitalist or Eastern, socialist perspective that compared 
the economic progress of Latin American to that of Western, 
developed nations. From this perspective, Latin America was 
judged 'backward' and underdeveloped. Only since the 1960s, 
when Latin American theorists began to enter the development 
debate, has a Latin American centered development 
perspective offered an alternative view. 
The literature on economic development over the past 
decades has been dominated by two major strands of thought: 
1) 'stages of economic growth' theories of the 1940s to 
early 1960s and 2) the 'structural-internationalist' model 
of the late 1960s and early 1970s (Todaro, 1977, p. 51). 
Within each of these schools there are several prominent 
theories: under 'stages of economic growth' are neoclassical 
theory and modernization theory; in the 'structural- 
internationalist' school are dependency theory and Marxist 
theory. More recently, during the 1970s and 1980s, 
additional theories of social development, such as the 
'theory of liberation' and theology of liberation theory, 
have also been incorporated into the debate by Latin 
American scholars. The theories differ in ideological, 
political and scientific orientations, and in policies, 
programs, and plans of action. 
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Neo-Classical Theories 
The 'stages of economic growth' school of thought 
became a popular economic model for Western societies 
emerged from the theory of evolution developed by Auguste 
Comte (1798-1857), a French philosopher, and Herbert Spencer 
(1820-1903), an English philosopher. The 'stages of 
economic growth' theory suggested that all societies 
followed the same sequence of economic growth from 
traditional to modern. The 'stages of economic growth' 
theories based their conceptualization of all development on 
a Western, capitalist, industrialization model and argued 
that developing nations need only replicate the path taken 
by developed nations. By increasing per capita growth and 
creating the right quantity and mix of savings, investment 
and foreign aid, it was posited that developing nations 
could achieve economic growth, modernism and prosperity 
(Todaro, 1977). 
'Stages of economic growth' theorists blamed Latin 
America's economic vulnerability on an export economy 
characterized by the trade of agricultural and other primary 
goods to advanced countries for industrial goods. They 
further argued that this traditional, 'backward' economy 
maintained the powers of the oligarchic elite and prevented 
the development of a proletariat class; that it kept Latin 
American countries dependent on the export of a limited 
range of raw materials and agricultural products, and the 
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import of manufactured goods from industrialized countries; 
and that it made it difficult for Latin America to develop 
'modern' economic structures (Klaren, 1986; Kay, 1989). 
Modernization Theory. Modernization accepted the 
'traditional-modern' dichotomy of the theories of 'stages of 
economic growth'. According to Roxborough (1979), while 
sociologists Talcott Parsons and Bert Hoselit made important 
contributions to modernization theory, it was Rostow who 
became its first main exponent. Rostow's 'five stage theory 
of development' offered a set of steps that described and 
located societies along a given process of development. 
Rostow argues that "it is possible to identify all 
societies, in their economic dimensions, as lying within one 
of five categories: 1) the traditional society, which is 
based on an agrarian economic mode of production and a 
hierarchical social structure; 2) the preconditions for 
take-off, where agriculture and industrialization develop 
more fully through modern systems of production and where 
social welfare plays an important role in the process of 
modernization; 3) the take-off into self-sustaining growth 
is described by Rostow as the stage of technological 
advancement in agriculture and industry, and where capital 
imports play a major role in yielding profits at a large 
proportion; 4) the drive to maturity is the stage in which 
societies attempt to achieve progress through the 
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development of both domestic and international economies; 
and 5) the age of high mass-consumption, which focuses on 
the development of an urban middle class to provide the 
basis for consumption of goods and services. This stage 
also proposes the creation of the welfare state (Rostow, 
1964). 
Modernization theorists posit that Latin America's 
underdevelopment has its roots in three major historical 
realities: the social, economic and political systems of 
pre-Columbian America; the period of Spanish colonization 
and rule; and Latin America's present economy. For example, 
from the 17th to the 19th centuries (in some countries even 
later), common land gave way to private ownership and 
'haciendas' (large estates) expanded in the hands of a few 
'hacendados' who controlled the peasants and landless 
tenants. 'Haciendas' often became the primary social, 
economic, political and religious institutions. They helped 
to create the exploitative, authoritarian, patriarchal and 
oligarchical structures which today still prevail in various 
regions of Latin America. This system left Latin America 
virtually devoid of 'modern' economic structures. 
Modernization theorists suggest that Latin America can only 
accomplish economic growth by breaking away from the 
stagnation of feudal values and traditional (backward) 
social structures and moving to a modern, industrial 
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(capitalist) and technological social formation (Klaren & 
Bossert, 1986). 
Modernization theory also contends that, as the United 
States rose in the 19th century as a world power and 
replaced Britain as the major source of foreign investment 
and trade, the international division of labor changed. 
Industrialized nations came to control the world economy and 
generated economic development policies and plans for 
developing nations. The Spanish American war heralded a new 
relationship between the United States and Latin America 
that reflected the United States' own economic, political 
and military interests (Cardoso & Enzo, 1986; Deere, et.al, 
1990; Kay, 1989; Wiarda & Kline, 1985). Economist Carmen 
Deere writes: 
the justification for the growing U. S. role in 
the region centered on protecting vital strategic 
interests, first among these the building of the 
Panama Canal. A second was to secure the region 
against further European encroachments, with 
Germany the principal concern of the eve on World 
War I. A third concern was economic: to make the 
Caribbean (and other Latin American regions) a 
privileged zone for U. S. exports and investments, 
thereby challenging the previous economic 
dominance of Great Britain in the region (1990, 
p. 122). 
By the early twentieth century, the United States was 
the main source of foreign investment in the region. After 
World War II it began to control international agreements in 
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areas of trade, finance and defense which created the basis 
for the international division of labor. 
In 1961, the 'Alliance for Progress' became U. S. 
policy towards Latin America. "The reforms prompted in 
Latin America aimed at broadening internal markets and 
securing the conditions for successful capitalist 
development. These were encouraged by increasing U. S. 
development assistance - channeled by two new institutions, 
the International Development Bank (IDB) and the U. S. 
Agency for International Development (AID) - and backed up 
with increased military assistance to bolster 
counterinsurgency forces - just in case the reform failed" 
(Deere, et.al, 1990, p. 127). 
By the mid-twentieth century Latin America's economic 
situation began to show some changes. A few of the larger 
centers began to industrialize as a result of export-led 
growth. Economists and social scientists, particularly 
modernization theorists and the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Latin America (ECLA), began to press for 
state intervention in order to foster regional 
industrialization. During the early 1950s, a variety of 
economic strategies to accelerate the industrialization 
process was introduced. ECLA, which maintained that Latin 
America's outward oriented development (based on export) 
operated against the interest of the Latin American nations, 
was one of the primary proponents of industrialization via 
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the substitution of imports (ISI). The ISI plan proposed 
that, rather than importing industrial goods from advanced 
countries, Latin American countries would import capital 
goods and technology and produce for themselves the goods 
that they formerly imported (Wiarda & Kline, 1985). 
In the 1970s, under the leadership of Argentine 
economist Raul Prebisch, ECLA declared that many of the 
ideas of modernization and the policies designed to achieve 
rapid industrialization in Latin America and the Caribbean 
had proven only partially successful. While they conceded 
that many of the strategies employed to achieve economic 
growth, particularly during World War II, did result in 
significant improvements in some countries of Latin America, 
they created an on-going dependency, limited and fluctuating 
industrial growth, and inherent vulnerability of Latin 
American countries to Western economic and political 
influences (Roxborough, 1979). 
Countries like Mexico, as well as some of the nations 
of the southern cone (South America), did see an 
acceleration of the industrialization process with positive 
results in per capita income and standards of living. The 
population of many urban areas soared as a result of urban 
migration; the old elite oligarchy began to collapse and a 
newer middle sector began to emerge; and in some countries, 
the share of gross domestic product (GDP) generated by 
industry and manufacturing gradually rose (Wiarda & Kline, 
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1985, p. 41). However, despite Latin America's 
industrialization process, Western controlled world markets 
continued to place barriers on Latin America's development. 
Latin America's outward oriented economy, based on export of 
a limited range of raw materials and agricultural products, 
formed the basis for the expanding capitalist world economy 
and was therefore encouraged by world development 
institutions. ECLA declared that such an economic formation 
operated against the interests of the Latin American 
nations. 
One other model of economic development under 
modernization was the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI). 
CBI, officially the Caribbean Basin Economic Recovery Act, 
was the United States' major foreign economic policy towards 
Latin America and the Caribbean in the 1980s (Deere, et.al., 
1990; Thomas, 1988). It was presented by former U. S. 
President Ronald Reagan in 1982, and became law in 1984. 
According to Pantojas-Garcia (1985), the underlying model 
for the CBI is Puerto Rico's 'Operation Bootstrap' "an 
export-oriented industrial development model fostered by a 
strong injection of U. S. investments" (Pantojas-Garcia, 
1985, p. 105). The key elements of the CBI policy were: 
(1) the granting of one way, duty free treatment 
for exports from the Caribbean Basin countries for 
a period of twelve years, (2) the allocation of 
$350 million in emergency aid for some countries 
in the region, in addition to the aid already 
granted to these countries for fiscal year 1982 
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($474.6 million) and (3) the granting of tax 
initiatives on U. S. investments in the region 
(Reagan, 1982; U. S. Department of State, 1982 
Cited in Pantojas-Garcia, 1985, p. 106) . 
While many economists contend that the trade and 
investment policies of CBI have led to some benefits, 
particularly the origination and implementation of trade and 
investment in a number of Latin American and Caribbean 
countries and the enhancement of international economic 
interests (Seyler, 1989), the benefits have been minimal for 
the economies of the Caribbean Basin countries themselves 
(Deere, et.al., 1990; Pantojas-Garcia, 1985). 
Dependency Theory. With the emergence of dependency 
theory in the 1960s, the views of Latin American theorists 
became an important part of the development debate for the 
first time. The 'dependency movement' encompasses a 
political ideology from the right to the left and covers a 
broad theoretical and strategic range. It is an eclectic 
perspective with the common assumption that underdevelopment 
has causes and is often perpetuated by forces external to 
the underdeveloped nations themselves (Angotti, 1981, p. 
126) . 
One of the leading contributions made by dependency 
theory is the notion that, while the countries of Latin 
America helped to create economic growth and 
industrialization for Europe, they themselves gained little. 
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They remained at the margins of the world economic system 
(Wiarda & Kline, 1985, p. 4), and lagged behind in terms of 
economic growth and prosperity.2 As an example, the 
'dependentistas' point to the 1492 European "conquest" 
(invasion) of America and argue that subsequent colonization 
provided the basis for Europe's internal expanding 
capitalist economy and its industrial and commercial power 
and control in the world market (Kay, 1989; Stein & Stein, 
1970). Latin American countries were relegated to a 
dependent role as suppliers of raw material and food stuff 
(Dos Santos, 1983; Camacho, 1979; Figueroa, 1986; Frank, 
1986; Fultado, 1976). The 'dependentistas' contend that it 
is not always possible to adapt a simple sequence of stages 
to a developing country because today's historical 
conditions are different from those in which advanced 
countries developed. Frank (1986) argues that it is 
impossible even to speak about a 'traditional - modern' 
dichotomy, but necessary rather to recognize a process of 
growth marked by a continual chain of exploitative relations 
where the advanced countries have benefitted from the 
developing nations. 
The 'dependentistas' developed the concept of 'center- 
periphery' to describe the metropolitan-satellite 
relationship characteristic of the penetration of capitalist 
developed countries (i.e. multinationals) into dependent 
third world countries (Dos Santos, 1983; Marini, 1973; 
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Frank, 1984; Furtado, 1976). They argue that Latin 
America's "backwardness" is a consequence not of feudalism 
but of capitalism itself. For example, multinationals, 
including many based in the United States, responded to ISI 
by setting up industry subsidiaries that generated low 
paying jobs and repatriated profit. Prebisch argues that 
this relationship has worked to drain surplus capital from 
Latin American countries towards the Western, advanced 
nations. ECLA supports this argument, adding that whenever 
the 'center-periphery' relationship was interrupted by world 
economic depression or war, there was an outburst of 
domestic industrial development in Latin America (Prebisch, 
cited in Frank, 1986). Many of the members of ECLA 
identified the need to raise and study the issues of unequal 
wages, trade and lack of compensation in accordance with the 
value produced and its implications for labor (and capital) 
in the periphery (Angontti, 1981; Roxborough, 1979). 
The U. S. sponsored CBI policy has also drawn major 
criticism from 'dependentista' theorists and others. The 
Caribbean Basin plays a key role in the economic picture in 
Latin America, particularly in relation to production and 
export. The continued domination of production in the 
Caribbean Basin countries by foreign interests has resulted 
in a concentration on production of agricultural goods for 
export. Industrialization of C. B. nations has been 
impaired by this and by the growing concentration of 
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industrial activities on export-oriented manufacturing, 
known as 'maquiladoras'. Pantojas-Garcia (1985) explains 
that 'maquiladoras' operate in two ways: 
The first is through the establishment by a 
foreign corporation of a subsidiary in a Caribbean 
Basin country that performs that labor-intensive 
phase of the production using raw material or 
other basic components provided by the parent 
company. The maquiladora processes these raw 
materials or components to either an intermediate 
or final form and re-exports them for finishing or 
distribution in the market where the parent 
company originates (usually the United States). 
The other form of operation of a maquiladora is 
through subcontracting. In this case, a producer 
in a Caribbean Basin country is contracted by a 
foreign producer to produce the labor-intensive 
phase of production of a good. As in the 
previous case, the contracting company supplies 
the raw material or basic component that the 
contractor processes and re-exports (p. 112). 
Critics of the CBI policy argue that while it was 
created to improve the economy of various Latin American and 
Caribbean countries, it has not yielded the expected 
economic outcome for these developing nations. According to 
economist Deere (1990), the CBI initiative and the growth of 
external debt and austerity measures imposed by the IMF, the 
World Bank and the United States Agency for International 
Aid, have reinforced traditional patterns of subordination 
in the relationship of Latin American and Caribbean 
economies to advanced countries. For example, Deere argues 
that "in the current crisis the imposition of austerity 
measures is seen to serve only one purpose - to squeeze out 
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an internal surplus to repay the external debt, thus 
maintaining the profitability of international banks and the 
stability of the international system" (Deere, et.al., 1990, 
p. 41). These policies result in an extremely unequal 
distribution of income and wealth in each country "with a 
complex web of hierarchical relationships that embrace 
class, race, and gender" (Deere, et.al., 1990, p. 8). 
Marxist Theory. The Marxist paradigm of economic 
development builds on the 'stages of economic growth' and is 
linked to the 'structural internationalist' school of 
thought. In the Marxist view of development, the 'stages of 
development' are merely one step in the evolution to 
socialism. The Marxist development paradigm grows from the 
orthodox Marxism of the 1800s, and from the work of the New 
Marxists of the 1960s. The traditional Marxist concept of 
historical materialism establishes that all nations undergo 
a series of stages of economic production: tribal, slave, 
feudal, modern capitalism, and socialism or communism 
(Klaren, 1986). 
According to Klaren, during the 1960s a new paradigm 
within the Marxist school of thought was created by the new 
left Marxists of Latin America and the neo-Marxist 
'dependentistas'. The new left was critical of orthodox 
Marxism, particularly the Stalinist tradition and Marx's 
theory of stages (Klaren, 1986). The neo-Marxists saw a new 
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vision of Latin America's social and economic transformation 
in the success of the Cuban revolution of 1959, where 
peasants led the revolution and urban laborers mobilized 
(Johnson, 1981; Angotti 1981). The Cuban experience 
provided an important alternative economic development 
model for Latin America. Prior to 1959, Cuba had been the 
center of U. S. investment. For example, sugar which was 
the leading sector of Cuba's agro-export economy was largely 
controlled by the U. S. (Deere, et.al., 1990, p. 125). Cuba 
took a series of steps toward breaking its economic 
dependence on the United States and toward developing an 
alternative development model based "on the leading role of 
the state and state-owned enterprises" (Deere, et.al., 1990, 
p. 126). It diversified its trade, nationalized its 
industries (75 percent by 1961), farmland (35 percent by 
1961) and U. S. owned banks. It approved the agrarian 
reform and broke ties with the capitalist world economy as 
it developed economic ties with the Soviet Union. Clearly 
all of these changes did not occur without a cost. The 
United States responded to Cuba's new form of government 
with reprisals. It placed a trade embargo on Cuba and kept 
the island in a constant state of military preparedness 
against attacks (Deere, et.al., 1990; Cockcroft, 1989). 
Liberation Theory. A recent contribution to 
'structural internationalist' thought is the work of 
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liberation theorists (Albert, et.al., 1986; Boulding, 1985; 
Freire, 1970). Liberation theory proposes that development 
is not purely an economic phenomenon but rather a human 
phenomenon. It establishes that while economic progress is 
an essential component of development, it is not the only 
element that leads to democracy, progress, and human 
welfare. According to liberation theorists, development 
needs to be viewed within a multi-dimensional perspective 
which stresses the need for social change and social 
justice. Social values, structures, and institutions that 
promote and perpetuate economic and political inequality and 
human oppression are targets for liberation theorists. 
According to Boulding, in order to formulate a multi¬ 
dimensional model of regional and world development, 
different elements must be taken into account. For example, 
Boulding suggests, the need to develop theories, policies 
and plans to protect the environment; to evaluate the role 
and power of international security, international 
communications and information; and to evaluate and 
challenge the cultural order (Boulding, 1985, p. 271). 
Liberation theology represents a major response from 
the Roman Catholic church to the social, political and 
economic turbulence of third world countries, particularly 
Latin American. Two major events, Vatican II and the 
Medellin conference (CELAM or the Latin American Episcopal 
Council) marked the historical event of the church's stand 
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against the oppression and exploitation of the working class 
and poor. In 1962, Pope John XXIII and his predecessor. 
Pope Paul VI, convinced a series of councils to discuss the 
situation of modernization and its impact on developing 
countries (Ferm, 1986). Vatican II documents took the 
stance that the church had a Christian duty to pass moral 
judgment on political and economic matters, particularly 
those that affected the welfare of marginalized population 
groups, and that it should do what ever necessary to build 
social justice. In 1968, the CELAM II, also known as the 
Medellin conference, brought the initiatives of Vatican II 
into the reality of Latin America: 
Thus, beginning in the 1960s, a new era began for 
the Church in Latin America, an era marked by a 
growing concern for the poor, resistance to the 
privileged few, distrust of the established order, 
and protest against the prevailing structures of 
the social order. It was in this atmosphere that 
liberation theology was born (Ferm, 1986, p. 10). 
The Churches new concern for the poor was fertile 
ground for Latin American liberation theologists, noted 
among them the Brazilian Pablo Freire. In 1970 he published 
his extremely influential book Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
Freire's main contribution to liberation theology and to 
liberation theory is the concept of 'concientizacion' 
(consciousness raising). Freire proposed the use of 
'concientizacion' in education (informal and formal) to 
promote adult literacy and enable marginalized population 
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groups to become empowered to transform their social reality 
(Freire, 1985; Higgins, 1982; Miller, 1991). 
Liberation theology has had a major impact on leftist 
politics in Latin America. Young people, particularly those 
who were active in student organizing during the 1970s, 
integrated many of the principles of this theory in their 
perspectives of organizing against imperialism and economic 
oppression. 
Historical Background of Latin America 
with Emphasis on Mexico. Costa Rica and Argentina 
The interviews upon this dissertation are with women 
from Mexico, Costa Rica and Argentina. It is essential to 
have some understanding of both the general region of Latin 
America and the particular realities of these three 
individual countries. While the countries of Latin America 
do share certain common characteristics, each is also 
unique. 
One limitation commonly found in the literature on 
history of Latin America is the tendency to document the 
history of the countries as part of a whole region, thus 
generalizing their commonalities. Immersion in the study of 
one country offers the advantage of recognizing the 
individual historical richness and reality of each country 
and highlighting differences. 
Mexico is considered by many to be Latin America's most 
important country. Second to Brazil in size and population, 
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it is - with Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Venezuela - the 
most industrialized (Cockcroft, 1989, p. 73). Moreover, 
Mexico's unemployment rate is estimated at 50 percent and 
Mexico has one of the worst income distributions in Latin 
America. One distinctive characteristic of Mexico is its 
long history of a one party form of government. Today, 
Mexico preserves its Amerindian heritage with a strong 
Indian presence in history, culture, language and customs. 
Its geographical closeness to the United States has greatly 
influenced Mexico's political, economic and social 
existence. Mexico is the United States' third largest 
trading partner and produces the best profit rates in Latin 
America for U. S. companies. 
Costa Rica, on the other hand, is a small Central 
American country which is predominantly "Euro-Caucasian" in 
its historical racial and ethnic heritage. Contrary to its 
neighboring Central American countries, particularly El 
Salvador and Nicaragua whose histories are marked by 
military massacres and guerrilla warfare, Costa Rica is 
known for its peaceful and democratic tradition. It has a 
strong industrial economy and has been praised for its 
"Swiss-style" social welfare system. This heritage of 
democracy served as the impetus for the Central American 
peace plan. 
Argentina is a large country notable for its strong 
Euro-Caucasian populace. It has a powerful history of 
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industrial development and modernization followed by the 
shadows of military rule, repression and violence. Once a 
country of significant economic progress, Argentina today 
struggles with major transformations in its economic and 
political structure. Some of the main policy issues it 
faces are economic development, amnesty, democratization, 
corruption and the role of the United States. Central to 
Argentina's democracy is the issue of amnesty for the 
military accused of human rights violations (Cockcroft, 
1989). Moreover, like other countries of Latin America, 
Argentina faces a major economic crisis dealing with super¬ 
inflation, unemployment, the external debt and the IMF 
(International Monetary Fund) balance of payments 
adjustment. 
The formation and evolution of each of the countries 
studied in this dissertation occurred within a context of 
their unique demographic, and social, economic and political 
realities. The following is an in depth look at each 
country. 
Mexico 
Mexico has a rich historical legacy of thousands of 
years of pre-Colombian history, three centuries of Spanish 
colonialism, and two centuries of modern social, economic 
and political struggles. Bordered by the United States on 
the north and Guatemala and Belize on the south, Mexico is 
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Latin America's most notable country. It is the second most 
populous nation in Latin America with a population of 
84,274,992, possesses rich natural resources and is 
significantly industrialized (Wiarda & Kline, 1985). 
Evidence suggests that prior to the arrival of the 
Spaniards in the sixteenth century, different regions of 
Mexico were populated by a number of native civilizations: 
the Olmecs and Mayas (AD 100-1500), the Zapotecs (300-900), 
the Totonacs (600-1200), the Mixtecs (1000-1500), and the 
Aztecs (13275-1519). These civilizations, particularly the 
Aztecs who inhabited Tenochtitlan (today's Mexico City), 
were marked by complex and highly structured societies. 
Among their many achievements were: a remarkable economic 
agrarian system, architectural mastery, an elaborate 
drainage system, monumental statues, and expertise in metal 
work in silver and gold (Cockcroft, 1983; Fox, 1990; Mirande 
& Enriquez, 1979) . 
Within years of the Spanish invasion, native people's 
lands were taken by Spanish 'hacendados' (landlords), their 
religion was lost to Christianity, and their culture was 
destroyed. Much of the population died from fatigue, 
disease brought by the Spaniards, and in wars of resistance. 
Those who survived were reduced to servitude. Some 
historians and economists, particularly the 
'dependentistas', contend that the wealth and labor 
exploited from the New World, especially Mexico, helped 
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Spain to remain in a position of power and created the basis 
for the economic development of Europe (Angonti, 1981; 
Fultado, 1976; Stein & Stein, 1970). 
The nineteenth century was an era of major social 
unrest and turmoil in Mexico. Different groups - the "pure" 
Spaniards or peninsulares, the creoles or Mexican-born 
Spaniards, the indigenous population, the church, and 
Spanish, English and French foreign nationals - all competed 
for power and wealth (Bethell, 1987). During much of the 
nineteenth century Mexico also faced major losses of its 
territory to the United States. From 1835 to 1848, Mexico 
and the United States engaged in a series of battles over 
Mexican territory. In the name of the U. S. policy, 
"Manifest Destiny," which proclaimed that "it was a God- 
given destiny of the United States to populate and occupy 
the entire North American continent" (Cockcroft, 1989), the 
U. S. began a war against Mexico ending in its taking almost 
half of Mexico's territory. The U. S. war against Mexico 
was ended by the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 
and its ratification by the U. S. senate in 1848 (Mirande & 
Enriquez, 1979). 
The year 1876 marks an important era in the history of 
Mexico as it gained relative political stability under 
General Porfirio Diaz, who ruled as President for 35 years. 
During the 'Porfiriato Era', Mexico engaged in a major 
economic development effort. It used foreign investment to 
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create a transportation infrastructure, exploit its mineral 
reserves, develop agriculture and generally modernize the 
country. 
Whereas traditional historians have viewed this period 
as one of great economic change, it was almost exclusively 
the elite ruling class which benefitted. The urban poor and 
'el campesinado' (landless peasants) remained poor, 
unemployed, homeless, malnourished and illiterate. The 
result was a civil war that led, in 1917, to a new, more 
progressive constitution.3 It included a provision to 
preserve national interests of land, soil, and water; 
legitimized the expropriation and redistribution of land; 
established principles of labor relations; and declared the 
obligation of the State to provide social welfare and 
universal education. However, the promises of the new 
Constitution were not enforced until 1934, when Lazaro 
Cardenas became President (1934-40). Cardenas created land 
reforms in which large private estates were turned over to 
the State and divided among the landless peasants. Most of 
the country's transportation infrastructure (railway) and 
the petroleum industries were nationalized. Moreover, the 
Cardenas government allowed the working class to organize in 
trade unions (Cockcroft, 1989). 
From 1929 until recent years, Mexico's electoral 
politics have been controlled by one party, El Partido 
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI or the Institutional 
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Revolutionary Party). The PRI has its roots in the 1810 
Mexican independence revolution. Whereas the PRI uses 
revolutionary and nationalist rhetoric to claim that it 
values the native heritage, represents the exploited classes 
and promotes social equity, in practice it caters to 
Mexico's commercial and industrialist elite. It has also 
been characterized by massive electoral fraud (Cockcroft, 
1989) . 
The Political and Economic System 
The 1980's were once again difficult years for Mexico. 
The international recession exacerbated Mexico's turbulent 
economy, and the 1985 earthquake, which left an estimated 
20,000 people dead and 80,000 homeless, resulted in massive 
protest by the Mexican people. They accused the government 
of inadequate response to the disaster and claimed that 
government officials misappropriated and sold overseas 
emergency aid, preventing relief from reaching the desperate 
victims (Cockcroft, 1989). 
In 1986, President Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) 
introduced an electoral reform to end the strangle-hold of 
the PRI. This reform "provided proportional representation 
in state legislatures and for the state funding of all 
registered political parties" (Fox, 1990, p. 397) . This 
reform enabled opposing parties, like the conservative 
Partido Accion Nacional (PAN) (National Action Party), and 
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the left wing opposition, to participate effectively in 
national politics. 
Other important reforms have also occurred. For 
example, the 'Pact of Economic Solidarity' was modeled after 
Australian and Scandinavian societal corporatism where 
government, labor and employer associations work together to 
negotiate wages, prices and economic policies. Elected in 
1988, President Carlos Salinas de Gotari developed a series 
of conservative and orthodox economic policies that included 
the privatization of state owned industries, encouragement 
of foreign investment and support for a free market and free 
trade. These recent changes have stirred vigorous debate 
among forces that support national protectionism and 
economic nationalism. 
Economy. Mexico's economy faces major difficulties and 
contradictions. Fox describes Mexico's difficulties during 
the 1980s as based on "domestic inflation, an overvalued 
currency and a current deficit on the balance payments, and 
internal factors, such as the world recession, lower 
petroleum prices, increases in interest rates, and a new 
reluctance by international financial institutions to supply 
credit" (Fox, 1990, p. 398) . Mexico experienced a doubling 
of its population - 34.9 million to 66.8 million - between 
1960 and 1980. There has been massive migration away from 
rural areas with 71 percent of the people living in towns 
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and cities. Mexico City has exploded, with 20 million 
people presently living in the metropolitan area. One of 
Mexico's greatest economic and political problems lies in 
the unequal distribution of wealth and income among its 
people. The rich and poor are divided by rigid socio¬ 
economic lines. Half of the economically active population 
is unemployed. The actual figure is no doubt much higher 
because women and youth are usually left out of economic 
census data. 
In spite of such enormous economic difficulties, Mexico 
still holds a position of relative power in the world 
economic order. In 1987, Mexico ranked eighth in size among 
the national economies of the world (Fox, 1990, p. 398). In 
1988, Mexico's agricultural sector employed 37.6 percent of 
the population but accounted for only 9.0 percent of its 
GDP. Several factors contribute to limiting employment and 
commercial production in agriculture. First, the 
displacement of farmers by agribusiness and advanced 
technology contributes to unemployment. Second, the typical 
Mexican farmer remains marginalized, producing on small land 
holdings. Such production does not generate significant 
earnings and is reduced to family consumption and informal 
market use. A third factor is land conditions (i.e., 
drought and flooding). Seventy-three percent of Mexico's 
land is arid or semi-arid. The desert of the northwest 
region is completely dry, and Mexico's tropical regions are 
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often flooded by heavy rainfalls. A last factor is a lack 
of resources among small land holders. Poor farmers do not 
have access to the capital, the choices of crop and tools, 
or development policies and programs that could assist them 
in producing, distributing and selling their products. They 
remain trapped in a system of marginalized agricultural 
production. 
During the 16th-19th century, Mexico's mining industry 
represented half of the country's export income. Today, the 
mining sector (including petroleum production) continues to 
be important, but employs 0.9 percent of the population and 
accounts for 3.9 percent of Mexico's GDP. Manufacturing is 
also an important part of Mexico's economy, accounted for 
high production (21.3 percent) and providing jobs for 19.0 
percent of the population (Fox, 1990). 
Economic explanations of political conflict, massive 
unemployment and underemployment, and popular resistance are 
important in understanding the Mexican experience. 
Moreover, explanations based on an understanding of race as 
well as gender relations in Mexico are critical in the study 
of this country. 
Costa Rica 
Covering a territory of 50,900 square kilometers, the 
Republic of Costa Rica lies in the Central American isthmus, 
with Nicaragua to the north and Panama to the south. The 
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language is Spanish and the overwhelming majority of the 
population are Roman Catholic. Costa Rica's population 
totals 2,545,579 with a virtually equal gender composition 
(1,262,511 males and 1,283,068 females) (Centro Nacional 
para el Desarrolo de la Mujer y la Familia (CNDMF), 1986, p. 
1). Census indicators show combined unemployment and 
underemployment at approximately 21 percent. In 1986, the 
economically active population totaled 910,961. Of this 
total, women made up 26.15 percent (238,227 women) and men 
comprised 73.85 percent (CNDMF, 1986, p. 1). The nation's 
per-capita income is lower than most Latin American 
countries but higher than any other Central American 
country. 
Costa Rica's history of Spanish colonialism is very 
different from that of other Latin American countries. 
Because Costa Rica lacked rich mineral deposits, the 
Spaniards did not exploit the land as much as they did 
elsewhere. Their treatment of the native population was, 
however, brutal. Prior to the Spanish conquest 
approximately 100,000 Indians from the Amazon region of 
South America inhabited the central plateau. The period of 
Spanish conquest was one of virtual genocide for the native 
population. From 1511 to 1517, the Spaniards seized the 
Costa Rican Indians and shipped them to labor in Cuba 
(Cockcroft, 1989). After the Spanish conquest, subjugation, 
and virtual enslavement of the Indians, only approximately 
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1000 Chiriqui Indians survived.4 Today their descendants 
populate the Panamanian border area of the southern Pacific 
coast. 
While the population of Costa Rica today is racially 
mixed, the great majority (85 percent) of people are Euro- 
Caucasian (mostly of Spanish descent but also of German, 
Dutch and Swiss origin). The Atlantic coast serves as home 
to 20,000 African-Caribbean people, first brought to Costa 
Rica as slaves in 1522. A second wave of African-Caribbean 
migrated during the end of the nineteenth century, from 
British West Indies looking for employment in the railway 
system (1880) and on banana plantations (1900). Today their 
descendants live in the eastern part of the nation, the 
Atlantic coast region, a less developed region only reached 
by road in 1968. Fishing in the port city of Limon is the 
primary support of local economy. 
According to Cockcroft, "by the time of independence 
from Spain in 1821, there were fewer than 60,000 people in 
Costa Rica, mostly self-sufficient farmers, traders and 
artisans who valued equality and enterprising hard work" 
(1989, p. 199". It was not until the second half of the 
nineteenth century that a small group of well-established 
families became consolidated into an economic system of 
coffee plantations and foreign trade, thus creating an 
oligarchal rule. 
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The Political and Economic System 
Even though some Costa Ricans may argue to the 
contrary, Costa Rica has been exemplified in history books 
not only as one of the few democratic countries of Latin 
America but also as the most politically and socially stable 
nation in Central America. With the exception of a few 
short dictatorships (Federico A. Tinoco, 1917-1919) and 
aborted revolutions (1923 and 1948) Costa Rica has been 
untroubled by dictators, coups d'etat, or military regimes. 
Today, Costa Rica is characterized by free elections every 
four years, vigorous party competition, and respect for 
civil liberties. Furthermore, there has been no armed 
force in Costa Rica since 1949. In 1972, the Civil Guard 
and Rural Guard were supplemented by a volunteer 
Organization for National Emergencies which, together with 
paramilitary organizations, total over 20,000 armed men 
(Cockcroft, 1989). In 1987, Costa Rica's President, Oscar 
Arias Sanchez (1986-present) received the Noble Peace Prize 
for his Central American Peace Plan.5 
Economy. As in the case of other Latin American 
countries, Costa Rica faces major financial problems. 
During the 1980s crisis, Costa Rica found itself with a huge 
external debt and with an economy in the hands of foreign 
nations. By 1982, the economic crisis deepened and 
inflation reached 82 percent. In 1986, Costa Rica had the 
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highest external debt in Central America: $4.5 billion and a 
problem of balance of payment deficit. In spite of $600 
million of U.S. economic aid from 1982 to 1985 (more per- 
capita than any country other than Israel), Costa Rica was 
on the verge of bankruptcy (Cockcroft, 1989, p. 197). All 
of this resulted in IMF pressure to privatize the state 
sector and to follow a series of structural adjustment 
policies which were also burdensome to the domestic economy 
(i.e., social welfare programs). 
Agriculture, with coffee as the primary crop, has 
historically been Costa Rica's main economic resource. 
Major changes came to the Costa Rican agricultural system in 
the second half of the nineteenth century when several 
ambitious and successful families consolidated themselves 
into a small oligarchy of coffee plantation owners and 
export merchants. They developed connections to foreign 
interests and, by the twentieth century, only 5 percent of 
the growers produced more than half on the nation's coffee 
exports on large estates leaving most other land holders 
owning 'minifundios' (small farms) (Cockcroft, 1989, p. 
200). In 1932, because of falling coffee prices and the 
Great Depression, the country's economy went into crisis. 
According to Cockcroft, while Costa Rican presidents 
have historically been opposed to the Caribbean Basin 
Initiative Central American Common market (CACM) policies 
have not been much different. Costa Rica's government 
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created a huge foreign debt while trying to attract foreign 
investment. It used such initiatives as five-year tax 
exemptions, duty-free imports of capital goods and the 
development of (government sponsored) economic 
infrastructures. 
Agriculture continues today to be the main sector of 
the economy, contributing 21 percent the gross domestic 
product and employing 29 percent of the work force.6 Major 
crops for export are bananas and cocoa, which together 
generate 80 percent or more of the total value of all 
exports. United States based firms like United Brands, 
Castle and Cooke, and R.J. Reynold's Del Monte control the 
banana industry. Sugar production, though still minor, is 
important. The export-oriented cattle industry is also one 
of Costa Rica's primary income producers.7 Crops grown 
primarily for domestic consumption are corn, potatoes, 
beans, rice, and vegetables. 
In the 1980's, most industrial growth came from light 
industry producing such items as paint, chemicals, 
cigarettes and furniture. The industrial sector generates a 
GNP of 21 percent of GDP. This share is equal to the level 
of agriculture. Most of the industrial sector is privately 
owned. According to Cockcroft, by the early 1960's, three- 
fourths of Costa Rica's industries were owned by U.S. firms, 
increasing foreign investment by more than 3000 percent 
(Cockcroft, 1989, p. 204). 
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In 1989, Costa Rica celebrated 100 years of democracy. 
While the Costa Rican government faces one of the worst 
economic crises of its history and attempts to control 
popular resentment. United States corporations continue to 
gain from their investments and the country has become a 
haven for United States people retirees. 
Argentina 
Argentina was founded as the Republic of Buenos Aires 
in 1580. Argentina shares the southern area of South 
America with Chile. A land of 2,766,889 square kilometers, 
Argentina is bordered by Chile to the west, Bolivia and 
Paraguay to the north, Brazil and Uruguay to the northeast, 
and by the South Atlantic Ocean in the east. Colonized by 
the Spanish in 1516, Argentina declared its independence in 
1810 (Cockcroft, 1989). 
While most Latin American countries are characterized 
by racial and ethnic diversity (including indigenous, 
Spanish and African peoples), this country is notable for 
its Euro-Caucasian population and culture. The Spanish 
invasion was characterized by the genocide of the indigenous 
people, which today account for only 15 percent of the 
population. Argentina's population is estimated at 
approximately 30 million people, mostly of Spanish, Italian, 
and German descent. The sexual breakdown is 13,755,983 
males and 14,191,446 females. It is a predominantly 
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Christian country with 90 percent of the population Roman 
Catholic. Approximately 11,793,000 people are economically 
active, and unemployment is officially 5.2 percent. The 
infant mortality rate is 35.3 percent per 1000 live births; 
the life expectancy for males is 71.2 years and 78.2 years 
for females; the literacy rate for adults (15 years and 
older) is 95.5 percent (South America, Central America and 
the Caribbean, 1990). 
The Political and Economic System 
Argentina's history from the nineteenth century onward 
is marked by economic and political unsteadiness. During 
the nineteenth century, while the provinces remained 
underdeveloped and dominated by autocratic landowners, the 
city of Buenos Aires, often referred to as the "Paris of 
Latin America", became the most advanced city in Latin 
America. This was due in part to the strategic position 
Argentina held in the Spanish trade of silver and hides, the 
exploitation of the riches in the region of 'Las Pampas', 
the European immigration, and the expansion of Argentina's 
infrastructure, vis-a-vis a railways system. Buenos Aires 
and some other parts of Argentina continued to flourish 
until the Great Depression of the early twentieth century. 
In 1890, a series of political parties were formed in 
response to the centuries old control and domination by the 
great landowners. However, fraudulent elections helped to 
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maintain the power of the ruling class, the agricultural 
oligarchy, the merchants and the bankers. Through the 
1920s, Argentina continued to struggle with the creation of 
alternative political parties, internal divisions, and 
electoral corruption. The Great Depression of 1929 was 
followed by the creation of a unified electoral front formed 
of right-wing radicals, the oligarchy and military who ruled 
from 1930 to 1943 under what was referred to as the 
"Conservative Restoration." This period was also known as 
"the infamous decade" (Blackemore, 1990; Cockcroft, 1989). 
While the elite prospered during this period, internal trade 
union organizing, power struggles between the old oligarchy 
and the new industrialists, and the outbreak of World War II 
set the stage for a unique period in Latin America's 
political history, the period of "Peronismo." 
In 1946, the Peron Era began when Colonel Juan Domingo 
Peron Sosa, a former Minister of War and Security for Labor 
and Welfare, was elected President. Juan Peron was an anti- 
Marxist who came from the military. He created a government 
characterized by the "control of the media, suppression of 
dissent and interference in universities" (Blakemore, 1990, 
p. 52). On the other hand, he brought important economic 
reforms to Argentina. He supported labor organizing and 
union, developed a British-owned railway system, and 
increased government control of the economy, particularly 
industrialization. The Peronista party platform was based 
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"on building a power base among the working class" or the 
'descamisados' (shirtless ones) as they were often called 
(Blackemore, 1990, p. 52). Peronismo created a political 
movement of the poor, urban under-privileged and working 
class, and was critical of the power held by the ruling- 
class elite. 
Peron and his wife Eva Duarte de Peron (Evita) played 
defining roles in both the economic and the political 
history of Argentina. They were instrumental in creating a 
series of labor reforms, including a retirement system at 
the age of 55 for all workers, including peasants; the 
creation of policies which guaranteed payment for layoffs, 
medical insurance, and salary increases; and 'el 
aguilnaldo', a three-month bonus. While these policies only 
lasted until 1949, when the economic situation began to 
deteriorate, they were instrumental in producing a growing 
middle class and in creating better standards of living 
(Wainerman, 1983). 
Evita was a charismatic figure in Argentina's history. 
She was born poor, to an unmarried woman. While primarily 
recognized for her contribution to social welfare reforms 
and charity programs, Evita was at the forefront of 
organizing the women's suffragist movement (Cockcroft, 1989; 
Wainerman, et.al., 1983). After 1947, when the vote was 
granted to Argentine women, Evita founded and became the 
president of the Female Peronist Party. By 1951, six 
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senators and twenty-six deputies were Peronista women. 
Women were also represented in The General Confederation of 
Workers (Wainerman, et.al., 1983, p. 34). While many 
recognize Evita's contribution to women's electoral- 
political advancement, it is also important to document that 
she did not ascribe to feminist views of women's role in the 
family. On the contrary, she was one of the primary 
defenders of the family and the traditional position of 
women in it. Wainerman cites Evita addressing women: 
The home is the heart of the country. It is for 
excellence the best place to serve and strengthen 
the country. Women, as wives, mothers and sisters 
are the pillar that supports the home (1983, p. 
86). 
Evita also advocated that women who worked outside of 
the home do so not for personal gratification but to serve 
others. According to Evita, a woman was only a woman when 
she learned how to serve not herself, but others. By the 
mid-1950s, Evita was considered the mother of the country. 
This opinion was illustrated in children's history books 
where she was either portrayed as a mother to the masses of 
the poor children or a mystical, religious figure.8 
In 1955, Evita died of cancer at the age of 33. In 
that same year Argentina's economic situation worsened. 
Agricultural export was neglected in favor of 
industrialization, and as a result food production fell and 
inflation rose. The military began a series of attempted 
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coups. Whereas Peron had initiated his political platform 
in favor of supporting the working class, he began to resist 
worker's wage demands, encourage foreign capital, and 
denationalize state-owned companies such as the petroleum 
industry. Both popular groups and the bureaucrats grew 
discontent with Peron, and in 1955 the military forced him 
into exile, where he remained for 18 years. In 1973, at the 
age of 77, Peron was allowed to return to Argentina and once 
again became Argentina's president. He died a year later. 
Between the years of 1955 and 1983, the political 
situation of Argentina was turbulent, repressive, and 
violent. Military and civil governments succeeded each 
other. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Argentina's economy 
fluctuated with the demands of international markets. As 
discontent grew, the young Peronistas of the left, leftist 
guerrilla groups, and labor activists began to organize, 
resulting in a series of violent clashes with the 
government. Isabelita Peron, Juan Peron's second wife, was 
vice president who in 1974 and assumed the presidency when 
her husband died. The country was marked by chaos: violence 
increased, the economy continued to deteriorate, and in 
1976, the military arrested Isabelita and took control of 
the government. 
From 1976 to 1983, Argentines reeled under intense 
economic and political chaos. The international division of 
labor and competition created economic crisis; a stagnant 
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economy and hyper-inflation resulted in a national 
depression; the country amassed one of the largest foreign 
debts in Latin America; and internal disorder prevailed as a 
result of England's defeating Argentina in the war over 'Las 
Islas Malvinas' (the Falkland Islands). 
During this time, government military (armed services 
and national police) used vicious techniques, including 
torture and death squads, to control and eliminate what they 
claimed to be the threat of communism. They used the 
supposed threats caused by the 1959 Cuban revolution, and 
the growth of Marxist, democratic-socialist and liberation 
theology ideologies to sanction their violent actions. This 
period of Argentine history has been described as a right- 
wing, military authoritarian, "vicious, state-terrorist 
regime," comparable to Hitler's Germany (Cockcroft, 1989, p. 
489) .9 Evidence shows that the United States played a major 
supportive role in providing financial and technical support 
to the military: 
Although these military dictatorships were 
substantially autonomous, members of the United 
States military missions and police aid programs 
also participated in the international 
coordination of repression, particularly in high- 
tech intelligence work, as well as in training of 
special counter-insurgency forces and even 
tortures (Cockcroft, 1989, p. 316-317). 
Victims of the brutal repression number in the 
thousands and included civil rights leaders, trade 
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unionists, university professors, artists and writers, 
priests and nuns, pregnant women, children, and Jews. 
Thousands of people were brought to concentration camps 
where they were experimented on with drugs, and with 
physical and psychological torture. They were raped, 
murdered and made to disappear. More than 30,000 men, 
women, and children disappeared. One particularly malicious 
aspect of the brutality was stealing newborn babies from the 
women who had been abducted and raped. The babies were 
often placed in adoption with families of the ruling class 
(Miller, 1991). In addition, two million people were forced 
into exile (Cockcroft, 1989). 
Labor organizations, students, and women (particularly 
the mothers and grandmothers of the disappeared) responded 
with strikes, civil rights demonstrations and national 
boycotts. The state of internal crisis was extraordinary, 
and is referred to today as "the dark nights of state 
terror" (Cockcroft, 1989) or the "culture of fear" (Miller, 
1991). 
Today, many scholars and civil rights advocates contend 
that the real motive behind this terrorist state was to 
guard the interests of those in power, in particular by 
denationalizing state-owned industries and converting them 
into private transnational corporations. Terrorism also 
served to subdue the masses of people, particularly the 
working class and urban poor, as they grew discontent with 
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unemployment, political corruption, low wages, inhumane 
working conditions, poverty and violations of civil rights. 
Argentina's military government ended with elections in 
1983, and the succeeding rulers have led democratic civil 
governments. Presidents Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989) and 
Carlos Saul Menem (1989-present) inherited massive problems 
including a stagnant economy, hyperinflation, a lack of 
external credit and an enormous foreign debt, as well as the 
task of transforming the government into a democracy. 
Complicating the issues were the demands made by the people 
to bring justice to those victim of the abuses of the 
military ("the dirty war"). Both Alfonsin and Menem took 
measures to cut the defense budget and reduce the power of 
the military from Argentina's political and economic life. 
They struggled to strike a balance between the demands of 
the people to bring the accused to justice and not 
alienating the military forces (Blakemore, 1990). 
While pressure from the international human rights 
community forced Argentina's government to sentence many of 
those involved in the "dirty war," the armed forces 
increased their push for amnesty. In 1986, under intense 
pressure by the military leaders. President Alfonsin 
submitted a bill to Congress, "Obedicencia Debida" (Due 
Obedience), "whereby most military officers accused of human 
rights violations were to be absolved of their crimes" 
(Blackemore, 1990, p. 54). Internal political and economic 
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struggles continued to persist between the populace and the 
government, and in 1987, a massive demonstration erupted, 
resulting in thirty days of bombing, strikes, riots and 
boycotts, forcing Alfonsin out of office (Cockcroft, 1989). 
In July of 1988, Carlos Saul Menem replaced Alfonsin 
and faced ever worsening economic and political problems: 
the collapse of the currency, hyperinflation of 78.6 
percent, an external debt which by 1989 rose to $60 billion, 
and suspension of world financing. Menem's primary goal has 
been to create major revitalization and austerity reform to 
make Argentina a 'popular market capitalist country'. He 
has formed a coalition of the ruling class, including 
businessmen, the Church, and the military, and has begun to 
sell state-owned corporations to private foreign companies. 
He has also begun to freeze wages and control prices. The 
media has described Menem as a pragmatic and pacifist 
individual. However, his suggestion of 'el indulto' 
(amnesty for the imprisoned military leaders) is once again 
leading to popular discontent. 10 
Economy. While Argentina is plagued by enormous 
political difficulties, it does benefit from astounding 
inherent wealth. A country with innumerable natural 
resources, Argentina is completely self-sufficient in basic 
food-stuffs. Even as early as 1914, Argentina was producing 
half of the world's beef (Blakemore, 1990). Today 
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agriculture accounts for 70 percent of Argentina's foreign 
exchange earnings and for 13 percent of its GDP. For 
example, in 1985 Argentina was the world's second largest 
producer of soy beans and the fourth largest of wheat 
(Blackemore, 1990). While Argentina continues to export 
livestock, it is no longer a primary exporter of meat, due 
in part to a U. S. and Japanese ban on meat imports from 
Argentina. Argentina's manufacturing industry was initiated 
in the 1930's, with the introduction to import substitution. 
In 1985, manufacturing accounted for 31 percent of its GDP 
and employed 21 percent of the labor force (Blackemore, 
1990, p. 57). 
Mining and metallic exports have also began to bring 
earnings to the country. Argentina is self-sufficient in 
terms of its power supply with petroleum and hydro¬ 
electricity as the main sources of power. World recession, 
falling prices, competition, and increasing trade barriers 
have affected Argentina's oil industry, and President Menem 
has offered to sell thirty-nine of the state's oil fields 
and two of Argentina's largest oil reserves to private 
businesses. 
Along with other countries of Latin America, after the 
recession of the 1980s, Argentina entered into the world 
economic crisis and its economy stagnated following the 
decade of its greatest growth. The myth of a capitalist 
model of economic development collapsed while a new order of 
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social consciousness calls for re-democratization and 
alternative models of development which encompass humanistic 
and liberation paradigms. 
Conclusion 
Characterized by poverty, malnutrition and 
underdevelopment, Latin American countries today continue to 
struggle with illiteracy, unemployment and underemployment. 
According to some economists and social scientists, many of 
the neo-classical economic growth policies and plans that 
Latin American countries have experienced to date may have 
caused more problems than they have solved (Cardoso, 1972). 
Many scholars contend that development economics have not 
lived up to their promises and have failed to address the 
crucial problems of mass poverty and unemployment (Kay, 
1989) . 
Latin America's relationship with the United States and 
other developed nations has been characterized by the 
economic domination and massive economic exploitation by the 
developed countries. This unequal bilateral relationship 
has further aggravated the region's economic crisis and 
heightened political dependence (United States manipulation 
of the internal politics of Latin America), social tension 
and violence (Deere, et.al., 1990). The struggle to 
identify and implement economic policies that will enable 
Latin American countries to emerge from dependency and 
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poverty into an economic, social and political order marked 
by human rights, equality, independence, and adequate 
resources continues to be at the center of all Latin 
American human and economic development theories. As a 
diverse region, Latin America must struggle to find economic 
development programs that meet the particular needs of its 
different countries, regions, and populations, including 
those that serve women. 
It is essential to recognize both the unique conditions 
of each Latin American country, and to acknowledge common 
problems and characteristics. The countries of Latin 
America share a widespread and intractable economic, 
political and social disparity, rooted in socio-economic, 
racial, ethnic and gender differences. This commonality 
underlies the many unique geographical and political 
characteristics described here and forms the fabric of what 
Latin America is today. 
In response to the economic and political crisis that 
most Latin American countries face today there is rising 
popular challenge. Historical models based on 
authoritanism, repression, and oppression are being 
challenged by a number of political constituencies, one of 
which is women. 
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NOTES 
1. The term "Latin America" describes the countries of Central, and 
South America and the Caribbean: In Central America: Mexico, 
Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, 
and Panama. In South America: Colombia, Venezuela, Guyana, 
Surinam, French Guyana, Ecuador, Peru, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, 
Paraguay, Argentina, and Uruguay. In the Caribbean: Cuba, Haiti, 
The Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, and a dozen territories in the 
region (ie. Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, The Bahamas, and 
Grenada). 
2. Historically, the economic situation of Latin America has been 
a controversial subject for development theorists. Until recently, 
most economic development theories have studied the Latin American 
experience from a Western, capitalist (or Eastern socialist) 
perspective. Only since 1950 have Latin America's theorists begun 
to enter the development debate and introduce a third world 
perspective. 
3. Emiliano Zapata (an Indian) and Pancho Villa, figured as 
prominent revolutionaries during this period. 
4. When this paper was researched there was very little written 
material found on the indigenous populations of Costa Rica 
5. According to Cockcroft (1989), in 1986, Arias closed 'contra' 
(Nicaraguan contra-guerrilla fighters) operations in its border 
with Nicaragua and began a movement for demilitarizing Central 
America. In 1987, the U. S. responded to these events by 
temporarily freezing economic aid to Costa Rica. 
6. Please note that census data in most countries, particularly 
third world countries, are unreliable. They often do not reflect an 
accurate picture of the employment, unemployment and 
underemployment of the population. The distortion is particularly 
acute for women. 
7. According to Cockcroft, the cattle industry has created serious 
problems for Costa Rica's forest reserve. Seventy one percent of 
the total area, in 1955 and fifteen percent in 1981 has been 
reduced (1989, p. 204). 
8. According to Wainerman, et.al., (1983), the messages Evita's 
views on the role of women in the family were printed in thousands 
of primary school books. After her death, she was granted a 
position in the history of Argentina as a spiritual or virginal 
saint. Paintings in story books and art work of the time reflect 
this belief. 
53 
9. In 1900, German officers were involved in training Argentinean 
military students in a war college for officer corps. Furthermore, 
many of Argentina's high ranking officers were trained in Germany 
(Cockcroft, 1989). 
10. While in Argentina in 1990, I observed this process, 
particularly in writings in local newspapers in Buenos Aires. 
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CHAPTER II 
LATIN AMERICAN WOMEN IN PERSPECTIVE 
This chapter begins with an overview of Latin American 
women's history, moves to a description of feminist 
theoretical models and concludes with a discussion of 
women's role and status in Latin America. 
Women's History in Latin America 
The quality and quantity of information available 
regarding different historical periods in different 
countries varies enormously. My goal is to paint in broad 
strokes an illustrative picture of the overall historical 
development of women's social status and role. While the 
emphasis is on the three countries which I have selected for 
study, salient aspects of other countries are at times 
incorporated. 
The Pre-Columbian Era 
Women's reality during the pre-Colombian era has been 
largely invisible in historical documentation. Only 
recently have some historians begun to rescue what can be 
recreated about this period (Couturier, 1985; Escandon, et. 
al., 1987; Lavrin 1985b; Macias, 1985; Mendelson, 1985; 
Miller, 1991; Rodriguez, 1987; Soeiro, 1985). Most of what 
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has been captured regarding the indigenous populations of 
Latin America pertains to the Andean countries, the Amazon 
region of Brazil, and Mexico. While generalizations can not 
be drawn to all the tribes of pre-hispanic societies, 
historians have increased our knowledge of some of women's 
experiences in Mexican history through the Aztecan and Mayan 
societies and in Central and South America through the Incan 
societies. 
While anthropological findings show evidence of 
matriarchal societies in pre-Colombian Mexico, like that of 
Isla Mujer in Yucatan, most tribes were based on patriarchal 
social, economic and political structures (Cotera, 1976). 
The history of the Aztecs in Mexico revels a stratified 
society based on division by class and gender (Cotera, 
1976). Women, as well as men, were divided between the 
noble class (cihuapipiltin) and marginal classes 
(macehualtin). The noble classes of women (cihuapilli) were 
expected to preserve the political, economic religious and 
military domination of the ruling class through lines of 
marriage and preservation of traditional, elitist social 
values. Noble families raised their daughters with strict 
authority and repression. By the age of 5, girls were 
socialized to be wives. They were not allowed to play or to 
perform work other than that which was considered fit for 
the elite woman: spinning and weaving. Girls were often 
kept in bondage (tied by their feet) to teach them 
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immobility and subservience. Punishment was harsh and girls 
who did not obey their parents were either beaten or 
tortured. A girl's virginity was carefully watched because 
it was believed to guarantee the honor of the family before 
the gods and society. The loss of virginity was often 
considered grounds for killing the girl or woman (Rodriguez, 
1987) . 
Young noblewomen in the Aztec society had few choices 
in life. They were either locked inside the home or in a 
religious temple until marriage or until they were 
sacrificed in death to the god Zochiquetzal. According to 
Mirandes and Enriquez (1979), some women were also healers 
and priestesses. Marriage, however, was the most common 
choice and was arranged by the noble family. Once married, 
the bride became part of the husband's family. While a man 
of the nobility could only marry a woman of his class, he 
could have concubines from both the noble and marginal 
classes (Cotera, 1976). Women were expected to follow a 
monogamous lifestyle. 
In some tribes, rituals of the dead also reveal the 
inequality and oppression of noble women. Whereas a 
nobleman who died was burned along with his 40 slaves (20 
men and 20 women), a woman was burned with only her weaving 
tools so that she could continue her "weaving in the other 
world" (Rodriguez, 1987, p. 18). After death, men and women 
were believed to accompany the gods for four years, and then 
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return to earth. Men were believed to reincarnate into 
humming birds while women were believed to reincarnate into 
evil spirits who brought illness (particularly mental 
illness), fear and sorrow (Rodriguez, 1987). Women who died 
while giving birth were honored, however, and could ascend 
to the status of goddess (Cotera, 1976). 
Macehualtin (marginal classes) women experienced their 
own form of extreme oppression. The Indian economic system 
of tribute forced both men and women of the marginal classes 
to labor in exchange for political, military and religious 
protection. A woman's value rested in her productive and 
reproductive capacity. Women worked in the fields, in metal 
crafts, in the production of baskets and in the market. The 
macehualtin woman's work, however, did not secure her social 
status or any possibility of economic upward mobility or 
security. She was forbidden from holding positions of 
importance in religion, the economy or the military. In the 
military, according to Rodriguez (1987), the only role women 
played was as war bounty. 
Women of the marginal class were expected to marry 
between the ages of 13 and 18. Marriage was different from 
that of the noble classes, affording the macehualtin woman 
some aspects of control over her choice of mate. A couple 
could get to know each other and fall in love before getting 
married. Whereas virginity before marriage was expected and 
its loss could lead to abandonment, some couples lived 
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together out of wedlock until they had a child. At that 
time, the woman's parents would pressure the man to marry 
their daughter or to give her up for another man to marry 
her. According to Rodriguez (1987), a woman who refused 
marriage to the first man who asked her could be raped by 
him without recourse. A dual sexual standard in marriage 
was also common in the marginal classes. Women were 
expected to be monogamous while powerful male warriors 
collected as many women as they could care for as a sign of 
their power. Men were also granted the privilege of 
engaging prostitutes (Rodriguez, 1987). 
In their reproductive role, women of poorer classes 
were expected to have many children, particularly boys. 
Those who were unable to bear children were repudiated and 
abandoned. Macehualtin women's reproductive 
responsibilities also included socializing boys as future 
laborers and warriors and girls as hard workers and domestic 
servants. Girls were to be trained to care for the elderly, 
the sick and for people with disabilities, and often for the 
children of noblewomen. Abortion was punished with death 
unless it was performed by the nobles for political reasons. 
For example, abortions were often performed on the 
concubines of Moctezuma (the ruler of the Incas) (Rodriguez, 
1987) . Poor women also served as sexual slaves to noblemen. 
They were expected to be virgins at the time they were 
taken, were forced to have many children, used as servants 
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and often passed among men as prizes in games and gambling 
(Lopez de Gomara, 1943: cited in Rodriguez, 1987). 
The Colonial Period: Women and the Spanish Conquest 
In the 1500s, the Spaniards found in pre-colombian 
Mexico a highly organized society. In three centuries of 
violent transformations, the Spanish conquest destroyed the 
social, economic, political and military systems of the 
indigenous people. It further damaged women's limited role 
and social status. The European medieval ideologies of the 
time, as well as the dogmas of the Roman Catholic church, 
compounded women's position of inferiority and subservience 
to men. The Spanish conquest intensified women's domination 
within a patriarchal, hierarchical, authoritarian, and 
systematically exploitative society. Male domination, now 
in the hands of both indigenous and white men, persisted. 
Racism, ethnocentrism, cultural genocide, religious 
intolerance and colonialism compounded and circumscribed 
women's fate. 
Gonzalbo (1987) asserts that in Latin America the 
Spaniards used a series of mechanisms to control the 
indigenous population. One of these was to emulate the 
Indian tributary economic system and maintain privileges of 
the noble class. This had particular impact on women. For 
example, Spanish men often asked for noblewomen in marriage. 
These marriages enabled the conquistadors to learn the 
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language and infiltrate the Indian society. Also, many 
native women were raped or taken as concubines and bore the 
children of the conquistadors. While the primary impact of 
Spanish occupation on women was negative, in the short term 
some Indian women of the nobility found that marriage to a 
Spaniard could ensure them some privileges and more rapid 
assimilation into the new Euro-centrist society (Lavrin, 
1989). 
During the mid sixteenth century, once the Spanish 
colonists began to bring Spanish women to the Americas, 
Indian noblewomen were incorporated into the labor force 
along with the rest of the indigenous population and valued 
solely for their productive and reproductive capacities. 
Education also played a role in controlling the 
indigenous people. According to Wainerman (1983), a child's 
early socialization, particularly through formal education 
in primary school, is a powerful tool in the transmission of 
dominant ideas and values. 
Its principal function is to enrich the language 
and to transmit values through the exploration of 
norms of behavior and morality that are portrayed 
by the behavior of the characters in story books, 
and in history (Wainerman, 1983, p. 24-25). 
Formal education has an enormous impact on a child's 
perception of the world, especially of the social roles and 
status of men and women. In an effort to assimilate the 
indigenous population, in 1521 the Spaniards opened Catholic 
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boarding schools for male and female children of the Indian 
nobility. By 1531, these schools were opened to the rest of 
the population, helping to break some of the indigenous 
population's traditional class and caste lines. 
Nevertheless, the educational system was hierarchical and 
stratified. The children of the nobility could reach higher 
levels of education while students from the poorer classes 
were limited to the learning of catechism (Gallagher, 1985). 
In a study of the indigenous female population of 
Mexico, Gonzalbo (1987) asserts that Indian girls were 
brought to a convent at the age of 7 and kept in isolation 
from the outside world until they reached 15 years of age, 
at which point they were expected to either marry or 
continue a religious path. The Indian women were taught by 
female teachers brought from Spain, a system which served as 
an important source of socialization with promising results 
for the Spanish patriarchal regime. The church expected the 
indigenous girls to become teachers and spread the Spanish 
way of life and Christianity to the rest of the population. 
Gonzalbo (1987) indicates that the similarities between 
women's role in indigenous and Spanish societies, 
particularly closeness of women to other females (i.e., 
mothers, sisters, grandmothers and nannies) and their role 
in socializing children, contributed to rapid assimilation 
of indigenous women into the Spanish culture. 
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According to Miller (1991), the central institutions of 
the colonial period in Latin America were the Catholic 
church, 'la corona' (the state) and the family. They 
influenced every woman's life. Racial and class 
distinctions among women were supported by patriarchal norms 
of both the church and state. For example, elite women, 
descendants of the Spanish conquistadors, were confined to 
marriage and bearing children or to life in the church 
(Miller, 1991). While the indigenous woman, African slave 
woman and poor Spanish woman were more vulnerable to 
conditions of poverty and family dissolution, they were less 
tightly controlled by the mandates of the church.1 All 
women were expected to be gatekeepers of the institutions of 
the family, religious morality and reproductive lineage 
(Mendelson, 1985). 
Intermarriages between races and classes were forbidden 
and regarded as sinful during the colonial period. The 
Catholic religious order brought subtle changes to male- 
female relationships that removed the limited protection 
afforded Indian women in the traditional, indigenous 
society. Catholicism prohibited out-of-wedlock 
relationships, but men continued to have sexual 
relationships with several women. Women, however, lost the 
benefits of the traditional Indian practice requiring men to 
care for their concubines and out-of-wedlock families. 
Catholicism destroyed the existing system and created no new 
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legal protection to prevent the indigenous woman from 
falling into poverty. In addition to economic hardships, 
the new colonial order punished and demeaned women who had 
been abandoned with harsh societal values. 
While Spanish and indigenous women lived rigidly 
circumscribed lives, the living conditions of African slave 
women in Mexico were even worse (Gonzalbo, 1987). As 
slaves, they were bought and sold like animals, raped and 
forced to have children by their Spanish masters. 
Maintaining a relationship with a mate and children was 
almost impossible. The incidence of deaths among male 
slaves was high, leaving many black women widowed. 
Moreover, women's inferior and powerless position in society 
did not offer a vehicle for the formation of supportive 
alliances between women across race or class lines. On the 
contrary, black slave women often experienced punishment at 
the hands of Spanish women (Hahner, 1985).2 
Under the colonial laws of the state, all women shared 
a limited legal status. Under the Roman legal tradition, 
women and children were treated as legal minors (Hopkins, 
1983). Spanish, indigenous and African women shared in this 
disenfranchisement. A woman's legal status was tied to her 
father until she reached the age of 25, at which time she 
could maintain legal independence as long as she remained 
unmarried, became divorced or widowed. In addressing the 
issue of civil and legal rights of Mexican women, Ramos- 
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Escandon explains that "once a woman contracted matrimony 
she would lose her juridical representation rights and would 
be relegated to the status of a minor" (1987, p. 147). This 
also meant losing her right to purchase, inherit, or own 
property. 
Some women's families, primarily Spanish families, 
offered economic incentives for marriage in the form of 'la 
dote' or dowry. 'La dote' consisted of a gift in money, 
property or other goods by the woman's father to the 
husband. It was intended as a payment to cover the woman's 
expenses during marriage and as economic security if she 
were widowed. 'Las arras' was another type of dowry used in 
some regions. 'Las arras' was like a social security 
investment that the husband made to the family's security by 
saving 10 percent of his salary and property. Lavrin 
explains that, "the message behind 'las arras' was that the 
man was grateful for the woman's virginity, her honor and 
also, at times, for her social position" (1985a, p. 50). 
During the colonial period, women's virginity was of 
extreme importance. It guaranteed her morality and honor 
and served as a tool for ensuring a marriage. In most Latin 
American countries, the law prescribed that a man who took a 
woman's virginity had to repair her honor with marriage, 
otherwise the woman would be chastised by society. 
According to Lavrin (1985a), the values of virginity were so 
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strong that it was often believed that the preservation of a 
woman's virginity was more important than marriage. 
Women's legal and economic dependency on men trapped 
them within the virgin (Marianismo) and whore dichotomy. 
Marianismo is the cult of the virgin Mary, popular in Spain 
and Portugal during the fifteenth century (Russell-Wood, 
1985). It presupposes that women served to limit men's 
uncontrolled immoral behavior. The fidelity of the woman 
sanctified the husband, guarded and protected his honor, 
property and heritage (racial, ethnic, and class) and 
maintained society's moral integrity. 
Marriage to God was an alternative for some women. 
However, during the colonial period even participation in 
religious life was rigidly stratified by class and race. 
Convents were restricted to elite Spanish women who had to 
prove purity of Spanish blood. In Mexico, the convents were 
not open to indigenous women until 1724, when a convent for 
Indian nuns was constructed. A stratified system prevailed 
here also: the Indian nuns were required to be pure Indians 
and legitimate daughters of the caciques (Indian chiefs) or 
from an Indian noble family (Gallagher, 1985). 
earner (1987) points out that convents were also used 
as "repositories" (storage space) by the elite white 
families. The elite families often placed their daughters 
in convents when they considered them disobedient, too ugly, 
too strong (non-feminine), or when the family had more 
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daughters than they cared to support financially or provide 
with a dowry (earner, 1987). For many white women, the 
convent provided a safe space among women and security for 
life. It offered education and other technical skills, and 
women could learn to administer the convent's financial, 
religious, social and cultural activities without the 
dominance and control of men (earner, 1987). Sor Juana Inez 
de la Cruz (1648-1695), a Mexican nun who was a gifted 
writer, chose a religious life because it offered her the 
opportunity to obtain an education and write. She was an 
advocate of women's formal education. In modern Mexico, Sor 
Juana Ines de la Cruz is considered one of the greatest 
lyric poets and defender of women's rights (Miller, 1991). 
While convents accepted only white, elite women, 'los 
beaterios' provided protection for some poor women. 'Los 
beaterios' accepted only white and 'mestiza' (mixture of 
white and Indian) women and served as shelters for widows 
and single mothers with religious vocations. While women in 
these shelters were not nuns, they wore habits and dedicated 
their lives to prayer and religious discipline. Indian and 
black women were only accepted in 'los beaterios' as slaves. 
During the colonial period, white and mestizo women's 
independence also suffered from laws which banned them from 
working outside the home. Most jobs were performed by men, 
by black women slaves or poor Indian women. The work that 
these women were allowed to perform was poorly paid, 
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performed under inhuman conditions and often considered 
indecent (i.e., domestic service and prostitution). 
For most women during the colonial period, particularly 
white elite women, social and economic status brought the 
prospect of getting married, retaining a husband and bearing 
children, especially boys. Many women, particularly women 
of color, encountered difficulties getting married or 
remaining financially stable. Women without a husband (i. 
e., widowed, abandoned, or single) were often forced to work 
in the mines, as farmers or as domestic servants. Many, 
along with their female children, were exposed to sexual 
harassment, violence and rape (Giraud, 1987; Gonzalbo, 
1987). Women seeking professional jobs, for example as 
teachers, needed a permit. Gonzalbo's study on women of the 
colonies shows that "first a woman had to prove her 
misfortune as a widow, or an ill or disabled woman" (1987, 
p. 49) to obtain a teaching permit. And if married, she 
would also need her husband's authorization.3 
By the eighteenth century, the demand for labor in the 
newly developed garment and tobacco industries in some Latin 
American countries legitimized women's wage earning work. 
This transformation created a conflict between the state's 
interests and the church's values of keeping women in the 
home. Women's work, however, remained exploitative in terms 
of wages and working conditions (often working 12 hours a 
day). In spite of this, women's employment provided some 
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women with the possibility of financial autonomy and a break 
from rigid and traditional domestic roles (Burkett, 1985; 
Couturier, 1985). 
During the end of the eighteenth century, the issue of 
formal education for women became a topic of debate for male 
scholars, businessmen and government officials. In a study 
of the conditions of women in the colonies from the 
eighteenth to nineteenth century, Mendelson (1985) explains 
that the important scientific advances of the 'Period of 
Enlightment' in Europe began to reach the Americas, making 
formal, compulsory education, including for women, a topic 
of importance. Mendelson contends that, in many Latin 
American countries, the issue of women's education was 
addressed not on the basis of the contributions such 
education could make to women and society, but rather on the 
basis of concern that women's intellectual ignorance created 
a barrier to the education of future generations of men. 
The colonies of the eighteenth century remained fixed 
in a stratified social system. Determinants of social, 
class and race restricted women's social role and economic 
status. Documentation of the reality of peasant women in 
most Latin American countries suggests that peasant women 
carried a burdensome load. Addressing the situation of 
women in Costa Rica, Sherman (1984) indicated that the most 
predominant type of agriculture in Costa Rica was based on 
small, independent landholding in which women played a major 
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role in economic production and family reproduction. 
Gonzalez (1985) describes the experience of the peasant 
woman in the colonial period as based on a rigid patriarchal 
and authoritarian hierarchy, marked by high levels of 
violence, primarily rape, against young women by land 
owners. Moreover, while the contributions of the peasant 
woman to agriculture, family subsistence and reproduction 
were a necessary mechanism for family survival and economic 
growth, women were prevented from having power, economic or 
legal independence and freedom. 
As a primary medium of communication in the colonies, 
newspapers reflect the values of the times. In a study of 
the media, Mendelson documents the prevailing attitudes 
against poor women: 
The characteristic which was evident in all of the 
newspaper articles was that class and race defined 
a woman's role in the Spanish America of the 
Colonial period. For example, the articles which 
spoke about the attributes of women, when 
referring to the Spanish women ('peninsulares' and 
'criollas') the terms employed were sophisticated, 
decent, pure, virtuous, sensitive, and good 
hearted. The attributes of women of low class 
were the antitheses of those employed for the 
ladies. Terms like indecent and immoral were used 
frequently to describe their inferior social 
position (1985, p. 250). 
The War of Independence Period (1804-1898) 
The countries of Latin America waged wars of 
independence from Spain between the years 1804 and 1898. 
Miller (1991) describes this period as "marked by armed 
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conflict and political and economic turmoil” (p. 29). In 
spite of poor documentation, it is clear that women played a 
significant role in the war efforts (Miller, 1981; 
Mendelson, 1985). Even though Latin American countries 
prohibited women from serving as soldiers, thousands of 
women participated in the war, particularly as nurses, 
cooks, and spies. Noteworthy is 'Las Mujeres' (The Women), 
an army unit in Venezuela formed by women soldiers. The 
women soldiers fought a series of successful battles in 
Maturin and Isla de Margarita (Cherpak, 1985). Recorded 
history of the Mexican revolution also documents the bravery 
of women soldiers like La Adelita, Juana Gallo, Valetina, 
and Jesusa Palancares (Guadalupe and Dominguez, 1975). In 
1856, Pancha Carrasco joined the Costa Rican army disguised 
as a man and became the first woman to be decorated 
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(Sherman, 1984). In Brazil, Maria Quiteira de Jesus also 
fought in the independence war disguised as a man. 
In every country, women combatants were noted. 
Simon Bolivar, who is known as "The Liberator of 
South America," lauded the "Amazons" of Gran 
Colombia in 1813. In Haiti bondwomen took part in 
the initial revolt of 1791; Marie Jeanne a-la- 
Crete-a-Pirrot and Victoria, who commanded troops 
and was known as "Toya," are two women whose names 
have survived (Miller, 1991, p. 31). 
In spite of the continual dominance of men over women's 
lives, the issues of gender inequality and social justice 
became topics of social debate in Latin America during the 
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late nineteenth century. For the first time, feminist 
thinkers emerged. Women like Flora Tristan (1804-1844), 
born in Paris to a French mother and Peruvian father, 
contributed strong socialist feminist ideas to the thinking 
of the time (Miller, 1991). In addition, the shift of 
domination from church to state provided some avenues for 
women's emancipation. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
many liberal governments saw the need to control the 
religious influence of the Catholic church in politics and 
were influenced by the new ideas of the European 'Period of 
Enlightment'. For example, civil divorce was legalized in 
most Latin American countries, providing women a tool to 
gain some form of independence. 
Giraud (1987) points out that, in spite of these gains, 
significant restrictions remained. Discrimination against 
women and double standards were common occurrences in 
granting a divorce. For example, in Mexico the civil code 
of 1870 stipulated that a man be granted an immediate 
divorce if his wife had committed adultery. A woman, on the 
other hand, had to first provide evidence of severe beatings 
or that her husband had abandoned her for another woman 
(Ramos-Escandon, 1987). In addition, adultery had vastly 
different consequences for men and women. In Mexico, women 
who were accused of adultery were placed in a women's 
shelter or a prison and forced to follow a life of religious 
and moral decency. Depending on the charges, other forms of 
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punishment might include forced labor, physical punishment, 
exile and death. Adultery and other forms of abuse by men 
were condoned, making it difficult for a woman to secure a 
divorce. 
Employment in Latin America underwent a modest opening 
to women between the late 1800s and early 1900s. For 
example, by 1880, Buenos Aires' commercial and business 
sector had grown to the point that a greater demand for 
women workers existed. Consequently, more professional 
women joined the ranks of the middle class, often leaving 
the elite woman who did not work outside of the home behind 
in terms of social independence (Little, 1985). earner 
(1987) explains that in some countries, lower-middle class 
women were allowed to work as teachers. However, because 
teachers were exposed to knowledge that could contribute to 
their intellectual and social development, they were 
pressured to remain in their role of caretaker and to avoid 
the outside (male) world (i.e., intellectual development and 
politics). Upper-middle class women were discouraged from 
working as teachers and expected to remain at home and avoid 
exposure to "worldly things". Social and legal restrictions 
required that married women could not consider a profession 
or sign a job contract without their husbands authorization. 
In spite of these forms of repression of women in education 
and employment. Miller argues that it was female teachers 
who first mobilized to create a feminist agenda: 
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Whereas many of the early proponents of women's 
rights in Latin America were upper-class women, 
speaking out as individuals, it was female school¬ 
teachers who formed the nucleus of the first 
women's group to articulate what may be defined as 
a feminist critique of society, that is, to 
protest against the pervasive inequality of the 
sexes in legal status, access to education, and 
political and economic power. Two factors are of 
great importance: First, the teachers were the 
first generation of educated middle-sector women, 
and they were well aware of their precarious 
social, economic and legal status; and second, 
they were in touch with one another through their 
institutions of learning and through professional 
associations, forums in which they could share 
their common experiences (1991, p. 71). 
During the nineteenth century, women's education in 
Latin American countries was extremely limited in comparison 
with that of Europe and the United States. In 1833, Chile 
became the first country in Latin America to establish a 
system of public primary school education for both boys and 
girls. Costa Rica (1847), Argentina (ADD DATE), and Mexico 
(1868) followed suit (Schiefelbein and Farrell, 1982; 
Sherman, 1984; Miller, 1991) by declaring the right of both 
males and females to education. Women's schooling was, 
however, initially met with fierce opposition from the 
Catholic church and by conservative politicians. Throughout 
most of the nineteenth century, education of women consisted 
of elementary education provided either through the 
"normalista" system (normal, government sponsored schools) 
or through Catholic private schools. In most of the 
programs, women were only allowed to learn reading, writing, 
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some basic math and sewing. There were few women in 
secondary school (Miller, 1991). 
earner (1987) explains that, even though a more serious 
interest in educating women developed by the end of the 
nineteenth century, the intent was still not the 
intellectual advancement of women but the fulfillment of 
conservative social values. Education was not designed to 
create professional specializations for women, to offer them 
career opportunities, or to incorporate them into the 
political sphere. On the contrary, education was designed 
to teach women skills that prepared them for marriage or 
domestic work. It was also geared to prevent "the wrong 
women" from becoming prostitutes and train women in their 
reproductive role of socializing and educating the future 
(male) generations of workers (Lavrin, 1985a). 
Within this general picture of slow educational 
advancement for women, various Latin American countries 
responded in their own distinct ways. Many countries began 
to establish primary and secondary schools for girls. For 
example, Argentina's prosperous commercial center with ties 
to Europe, its expansive economic and intellectual life, and 
liberal governments helped to encourage the education of 
women, particularly as teachers (Miller, 1991). Moreover, 
European immigrants placed great importance on the education 
of their daughters as a vehicle for upward mobility (Lavrin, 
1985a). 
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In 1821, at the 'Congreso de Cucuta', the Argentine 
government passed a law mandating schooling for girls and 
women. In 1823, liberal reformer Bernardino Rivadavia, a 
minister of government, advocated public schools for girls 
(Little, 1985; Miller, 1991). Since the government did not 
have the resources to finance the creation of schools, it 
relied on the Catholic convents (Cherpeka, 1985). These 
primary schools were administered by the Beneficiary Society 
of Buenos Aires, an organization of elite women. The women 
from this organization were also instrumental in developing 
girl's orphanages, women's hospitals and a women's jail. 
According to Little (1985), this organization marked the 
beginning of feminist advocacy and organizing in Argentina. 
Argentina's educational reform took a dramatic turn 
during the later half of the nineteenth century. Exiled 
political leader Domingo F. Sarmiento returned to Argentina 
from exile in Chile, the United States and Europe, where he 
had encountered and adopted progressive ideas about 
educational reform. In Santiago de Chile, Sarmiento had 
founded and directed the first teacher training institution 
in South America. Upon his return to Argentina, Sarmiento 
was elected President (1869-74) and created a public school 
system under the direction of Dr. George Stearns and Mary 
and Horace Mann, three prominent educators from the United 
States. Sarmiento's efforts successfully diminished 
illiteracy, institutionalized public education for males and 
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females, and opened the doors for the creation of special 
schools for women teachers (Little, 1985; Miller, 1991). By 
the end of the nineteenth century, Argentine women had one 
of the highest levels of education in Latin America. By 
1907, Argentina began to create high schools and prepare 
young women for college. In 1912, the first secretarial and 
business school for women was created, enabling women to 
enter the business sector.4 
In Mexico, in 1868, the Benito Juarez government passed 
legislation to establish public secondary schools for girls. 
However, this legislation was not enforced until 1876, under 
the Porfirio Diaz government (Miller, 1991, p. 35). A study 
by Pierre-Bastian (1987) on women's education in Mexico 
documents that the introduction of North American protestant 
schools was significant in increasing women's access to 
education. According to Pierre-Bastian, in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s, pentecostal Protestant missionary societies 
from the United States spread throughout Mexico in an 
attempt to influence national politics and religion. In the 
face of the Roman Catholic church's resistance to the 
entrance of Protestant missionaries into Latin America, the 
Protestants used formal education through the creation of 
orphanages and primary schools as a means to gain access to 
the masses. By the 1900s, they had formed a national 
network of schools which included high schools for girls and 
women. These schools brought an alternative to the Catholic 
77 
religious order and many women students began to see 
religious education as symbolic of economic, political and 
social emancipation. 
As these Pentecostal societies continued to grow, they 
began to create professional schools for teachers, most of 
whom were women. They also supported women's entrance into 
universities in the United States and hundreds of female 
graduates returned to work in Mexico's public school system. 
Some, like Petra Bonilla Torral, who completed a doctorate 
in medicine and in 1902 created a nursing school, were very 
successful. According to Pierre-Bastian (1987), many of 
these women gave voice to a new form of "Christian feminism" 
in Mexico. 
Miller, in her book Latin American Women and The Search 
for Justice (1991), indicates that the trend of education 
for girls and women in most Latin American countries did not 
develop "from the socially elite women nor from the 
charitable schools they established but from the women from 
the emergent middle sector" (p. 44): 
These reform-minded women were urban and tended to 
be the daughters of professional men: lawyers, 
doctors, magistrates, professors. Their 
appearance in Buenos Aires, Santiago, Rio de 
Janeiro, and Mexico in the 1860s and 1870s is 
directly proportionate to the degree of political 
stability and economic expansion attained by these 
societies by the late nineteenth century. 
Conversely, in the societies in which the small 
oligarchies continued to exercise exclusive 
economic and political power and in areas where 
political instability was the norm, such as 
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Bolivia, Ecuador, and the Central American states, 
there was little interest in education reform 
(1991, p. 44). 
The spread of nationalism, democratic and revolutionary 
ideas and the need to educate Latin American-born elite men 
led to the establishment of national universities (Buenos 
Aires, 1821; Montevideo, 1833; Santiago de Chile, 1842; and 
in some of the Central American NOTE: NAME SOME??countries). 
While these universities were initially exclusively for men, 
they created an intellectual climate that prepared the way 
for the education of women (Miller, 1991). 
However, advancement of women in higher education did 
not begin until the twentieth century, between 1910 and 1940 
(Miller, 1991). In (NEED EXACT DATE), Chile became the 
first Latin American country to make higher education 
available to women. Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay and Cuba 
followed (NEED TO GET EXACT DATES). In 1940, the University 
of Costa Rica opened its doors to women. 
The Independence Period: The Beginning of a New Era and the 
Rise of Feminist Consciousness in Latin America 
Latin America was marked in the early 1900s by a wave 
of independence struggles that attempted to remove the yoke 
of Spanish rule. Latin American countries began to seek 
national, economic and political autonomy. European 
ideologies of socialism and trade unionism provided 
marginalized classes and progressive groups with a new 
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vision for the creation of social change (earner, 1987). 
Feminist ideas and organizing also began to appear. 
New national constitutions created after the wars of 
independence extended neither full citizenship nor full 
legal status to Latin American women (Hopkin, 1983; Miller, 
1991). Patriarchal institutions continued to declare 
women's unsuitability for legal independence and, under the 
laws of most Latin American countries, the legal status of 
women as minors continued until the middle of the twentieth 
century. By law, women were still economically and legally 
dependant on a father, husband, tutor or guardian. earner 
states that the social, economic and political structures of 
this period were also patrilineal: 
Everything including the name, material goods 
(property) and immaterial goods (the honor and 
social status of the family) were transmitted 
through the father. However, since the husband 
was not certain that the children that his woman 
bore were really his, he also utilized three 
mechanisms of control: confinement, the 
'chaperon', and instilling in the woman of social 
norms deemed acceptable. A man's guarantee of 
virility and the certainty that his descendants 
were his property rested on his fiancee's 
virginity and on his wife's fidelity (1987, p. 
97) . 
Examining the values and beliefs of the early 1900s 
regarding gender, Wainerman indicates that women were 
expected to be affectionate and intuitive and to carry 
values of purity, abnegation, generosity, and a limitless 
capacity to sacrifice: 
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Because women are weaker and men stronger, he is 
to be the ruler, the head of the house and the 
only one to provide for the economic needs of the 
members of his family. She is the submissive and 
obedient 'companera' (partner), the one who is 
exclusively responsible for the happiness of the 
marriage, for caretaking and educating the 
children and she is to be the custodian of the 
home (1983, p. 47). 
Social and moral values continued to present two 
alternatives to the elite woman: marriage or the convent. 
The only other option for gaining juridical independence 
continued to be the death of the husband. earner (1987) 
indicates that older single women or single mothers often 
would declare themselves widowed to obtain independence and 
respect. 
During the first half of the twentieth century, women's 
organizing found a foothold in Latin America, particularly 
in the area of government policies on legal reforms in labor 
and civil codes to advance women's employment and family 
laws (Hopkins, 1983; Lavrin, 1991). There were highly 
uneven but substantial changes taking place in the different 
countries of the region. Miller contends that those regions 
most exposed to progressive and liberal influences by 
modernism or internal social agitation were generally more 
receptive to women's social, economic and political 
independence than those with less outside influence where 
traditional and conservative values continued to dominate: 
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The emergence of women novelists, poets, 
journalists, and political activists and the 
development of a shared feminist consciousness in 
the early twentieth century in certain nations of 
Latin America are directly linked to the presence 
in those countries of trends that combined to 
produce a process of modernization. Women 
intellectuals first found their voice - and their 
audience - in Argentina, Uruguay, Chile and 
Brazil, states that received hundreds of thousands 
of European immigrants, whose urban centers became 
true cities, and in Mexico and Cuba, where major 
social upheavals took place (Miller, 1991, p. 68) . 
Argentina and Mexico offer two examples of strong, 
early feminist activism and progressive change. Between 
1910 and 1955, Argentine feminists focused primarily on 
legal and civil rights, education, employment, and social 
welfare. In 1910, the first 'Congreso Femenino 
International' (International Feminine Congress) was held in 
Buenos Aires. The congress was sponsored by the 
'Universitarias Argentinas' (University Women of Argentina) 
with a participation of more than two hundred women from 
Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Peru and Chile. The topics of 
the congress ranged from the rights of married women to 
retain their citizenship to issues of employment and 
education for women (Miller, 1991, p. 74). 
In 1926, Argentina's civil, labor and family laws 
underwent major changes regarding the status of women. The 
Civil Code was amended to emancipate married women from 
their legal status as minors. The law of Civil Matrimony 
granted women the status of an adult at age 22, even after 
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marriage and gave women the following rights: to select 
employment without the legal authorization of the husband, 
to retain and control their earned wages, to join civil and 
commercial associations, and to participate and represent 
themselves in civil and criminal court separate from their 
husbands. In 1947, Argentine women were granted the right 
to vote. In the area of labor, it was not until 1957 that a 
law on equal pay for equal work was approved. Wainerman 
(1983) reports that this law has never been implemented. 
Mexico was the second Latin American country where 
women began to organize and develop a feminist political 
agenda. In 1916, two feminist congresses were held in the 
State of Yucatan. Yucatan was the most progressive state in 
Mexico and the first to allow women to advance in politics. 
Macias (1985) documents the history of pro-feminist 
organizing in the region and attributes the rapid expansion 
of feminism in the area to three factors. First is 
geographical location: Yucatan lies on the east coast of 
Mexico and trading ships that came from the major ports of 
Europe, the United States and the Caribbean brought 
information from other parts of the world as well as goods 
to trade. A second factor, also related to geography, was 
Yucatan's isolation by road from the Federal District of 
Mexico in Mexico City. This isolation permitted the local 
government to implement independent financial, political and 
ecclesiastic policies. A third factor, related to the first 
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two, was Yucatan's well organized feminist and socialist 
movements of the period. 
As feminist ideas reached women of Yucatan, 
particularly professors of the schools of medicine and law 
in the city of Merida, many became active advocates of 
women's rights. Some influential men, including the 
Chancellor of La Universidad de Yucatan, Governors Salvador 
Alvarado (elected in 1916), and Felipe Carrillo Puertos 
(elected in 1922) also played a significant pro-feminist 
role. The First Feminist Congress was sponsored by 
Socialist Governor Salvador Alvarado with the support of 
feminist women in academe. More than seven hundred women 
attended the congress. The Second Feminist Congress focused 
more on women's suffrage and the right to be elected to 
office (Miller, 1991). 
These congresses, along with Governor Salvador 
Alvarado's reforms, created a series of radical government 
measures in support of women's needs in the State of 
Yucatan: 
Alvarado offered women jobs in public office, 
improved working conditions for domestic workers, 
appropriated large sums of money for women's 
vocational training and amended the Civil Code to 
allow single women of 21 the same rights as men to 
leave their parental home. During the first two 
feminist conferences (January and November of 
1916) ever to be held in Yucatan, he advocated for 
women's participation in businesses (Macias, 1985, 
p. 331). 
84 
The socialist movement was also strong in Yucatan at 
that time. In 1922, Felipe Carrillo Puertos became, at the 
age of 48, Yucatan's first elected socialist governor. With 
the help of his sister, Elvia Carrillo, a radical socialist 
feminist, Carrillo Puertos launched a series of 
revolutionary proposals. 
Carrillo Puertos was the first governor in Mexico to 
grant women the right to vote in local elections. In 1923, 
three women were elected as legislators under the socialist 
party, and Rosa Torres, a feminist professor, was named 
President of the City Council of Merida (Macias, 1985). 
While Carrillo Puertos made major contributions to the 
empowerment of women, his actions were highly controversial. 
Macias contends that Carrillo Puertos' government was marked 
by political and ideological conflicts among those 
organizing around women's issues. A major area of 
contention centered around the failure of his proposals to 
respond to the needs of indigenous women from the rural 
areas. For example, he challenged the church by initiating 
a massive campaign to 'desfanatizar' or end women's 
fanatical belief in the Roman Catholic religion. Carrillo 
Puerto also advocated "free love". When he put his ideas of 
free love into practice and left his wife of 30 years to 
move in with a younger North American woman, he faced major 
criticism. 
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Carrillo Puertos' government proposed sex education and 
birth control clinics. The people of Yucatan, particularly 
the women, resisted these two proposals. Such resistance, 
explains Macias (1985), grew out of women's experiences. 
For many women, sex education and "free love" only added to 
their vulnerability, making it harder to hold men 
accountable to their family responsibilities and 
jeopardizing women's economic survival.5 In addition, after 
many years of indoctrination by the church and with the 
influence of Victorian values, many women viewed the topics 
of sex and "free love" as offensive and conducive to moral 
disruption. The issue of birth control was also 
controversial, particularly for women who had lost many of 
their children to the war and could expect to have no 
protection in their old age. In addition, many women were 
reluctant to use some of the birth control methods because 
they were hard to employ in third world countries.6 While 
Carrillo Puerto's reforms were not long lasting because he 
was assassinated by reactionary forces, they present an 
important accomplishment in the history of women in 
electoral politics in Mexico. 
In Mexico, the 1930s was a heated decade for women's 
organizing. According to Tunon (1987), in 1935, Mexican 
feminist organizations in the Federal District City of 
Mexico made major breakthroughs with the formation of 'El 
Frente Unico Pro Derechos de la Mujer' (United Front for the 
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Rights of Women). It brought together 50,000 individuals 
from different political parties. Labor union, professional 
and peasants organizations also formed coalitions. 
The result of such organizing was significant. In the 
Federal District of Mexico, various reforms in the Family 
Relations Law were introduced by President Venustiano 
Carranza (1917-1920). In 1917, President Carranza passed a 
the Law of Family Relations in which women were granted the 
right to sign contracts, to appear in court and to 
administer their own property without the legal 
authorization of their husbands. While these changes 
advanced important social and political reforms, it was not 
until 1953 that women were granted the right to vote all 
over Mexico. 
The struggle for woman suffrage in Latin America 
reflects the political diversity and economic interests of 
each country. After World War II, women in twelve Latin 
American countries were still fighting for citizenship and 
for the right to vote and be elected to office (Hopkins, 
1983) . In most Latin American countries, the right to vote 
was not granted until the mid-twentieth century. The 
following chart gives the dates when women were granted the 
right to vote in each Latin American country: 
Ecuador, 1929 Brazil, 1932 Uruguay, 1932 Cuba, 
1934 El Salvador, 1939 Dominican Republic, 1942 
Panama, 1945 Guatemala, 1945 Costa Rica, 1945 
Venezuela, 1947 Argentina, 1947 Surinam, 1948 
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Chile, 1949 Haiti, 1950 Bolivia, 1952 Mexico, 1953 
Honduras, 1955 Nicaragua, 1955 Peru, 1955 
Colombia, 1957 Paraguay, 1961 (Garcia and Gomariz, 
1989; Miller, 1991; United Nations Report, 1991).7 
Women's mobilizing met with fierce resistance from 
traditional political leaders and by patriarchal values and 
practices (Alvarez, 1989; Garcia & Gomariz, 1989; Jackette, 
1989; Lavrin, 1991; Boulding, 1976). For example, in a 
study of professional journals on economics written during 
the 1950s, Wainerman found that these journals focused on 
the threat that women's employment posed for men. Written 
by economists and scholars and used in the teaching of 
economics in institutions of higher education, such articles 
journals contributed to economic development policies which 
perpetuated gender segregation in employment. The arguments 
presented were that women's employment went against nature 
and morality and changed women's natural roles by enticing 
them to become selfish, abandon the home, have less 
children, desire freedom and luxury, and dedicate themselves 
to improper, "manly” work. In addition, the employment of 
women was believed to reduce men's salaries, generate gender 
competition and create male unemployment. The suggested 
policies that Wainerman found in her study included: "to 
give preference to hiring men, to impose a tax on companies 
that hired women, to promote domestic jobs (as servants) for 
women, and to provide women with financial rewards for 
staying home" (1983, p. 97). 
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According to Miller, between 1938 and 1958, woman 
became recognized as a "potentially significant political 
force" within political parties (1991, p. 142). In many 
Latin American countries, however, the political climate was 
primarily authoritarian, conservative and patriarchal. Even 
liberal and progressive political parties were not eager to 
support equal political rights for women. For example, in 
spite of the fact that many of the leaders and advocates of 
socialism in most Latin American countries were women, in 
her study of feminism in Latin America, Miller contends 
that: 
women activists who sought to introduce women's 
issues into the agenda of the Latin American left 
found themselves isolated; the revolution was to 
change class and property not gender roles. Women 
were subordinate within the organizations; women's 
issues were subordinate on the party agenda, and 
were, in fact, considered threatening to the 
parties agenda and "public image" (1991, p. 103). 
Moreover, through their involvement in progressive 
student organizations, in political organizations, 
particularly of the left, and in local popular women's 
groups and motherhood movements (i.e., Las Madres de la 
Plaza de Mayo) women began to break ground for the analysis 
of their own reality of oppression as women. 
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The Rise of Feminism 
The second half of the twentieth century brought major 
changes to women's lives across the globe. In Latin 
America, the 1960s were a period of great political unrest. 
The Cuban model brought women into political and economic 
systems of the state, challenging many old patriarchal 
notions of "women's place". In addition, during the 1970s, 
Chile received political refugees from other Latin American 
countries, many of whom were women, and who worked in the 
formation of Allende's socialist programs. 
The success of the Cuban revolutionary movement and the 
general discontent of the masses with economic and political 
systems marked by class segregation, conservative 
authoritanism and repression created fertile grounds for the 
formation of guerrilla movements in most of the countries of 
the region (Miller, 1991). The participation of women in 
politico-military (guerilla) organizations in some countries 
proved to be an important form of politicizing women to 
become resistant and to demand peace, human rights and 
democracy (Alvarez, 1989; Lavrin, 1991; Deere, et.al., 
1990). In addition, politico-military organizations offered 
women "a dramatic break with tradition and daily life and 
forced them to reflect on the general condition of women in 
their societies and the need for fundamental change, 
including in intimate relationships" (Stoltz-Chinchilla, 
1991, p. 41). 
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Thousands of women, particularly college educated 
women, began to join revolutionary organizations (i.e., 
student and Catholic organizations) and political parties of 
the left and to confront barriers to their empowerment as 
women. One barrier was that most political parties of the 
left had not declared formal support for the legal, economic 
and social equality of women. A second barrier was that 
women's contributions were often perceived as an extension 
of their female role in the home (Chaney, 1973). In spite 
of this, women challenged these barriers and made important 
contributions to the political and economic lives of their 
societies. 
Another pillar of women's mobilization in Latin 
America, and one which has often resisted the label of 
"feminism", is "organizaciones populares de mujeres" 
(popular women's groups). These groups grew out of the need 
for poor women to organize around collective family issues 
of survival. Urban poor and rural poor women developed 
strategies and programs such as "Los Botiquines" (first aid 
centers) "El Vaso de Leche" (the glass of milk) to feed 
marginalized children, "Los Comedores Populares" 
(collectively run soup kitchens) and "Las Ollas Comunes" 
(people's kitchen) where collective resources are brought 
together in an attempt to feed the community (Fink, 1992). 
The mother's movement or 'social motherhood', formed in 
resistance to the culture of fear (i.e., the disappearance 
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of sons, daughters, and grandchildren). It responded to 
what many women considered an attack on the fulfillment of 
their traditional roles as wives and mothers and has 
recently been integrated into Latin America's feminist 
analysis (Miller, 1991). 
While in Latin America many of the methods and 
strategies for mobilizing often have not been placed within 
the context of feminist organizing, they provided the basis 
for the development of a women's agenda. This is evident by 
the increased number of women who identified as feminists in 
the 1970s and emerged from the movements of the left and 
from motherhood movements. 
Feminism: From the Periphery to the Center 
Feminism as a social movement played a significant role 
in the transition to democratization and civil and human 
rights in Latin America and elsewhere. The UNESCO Decade of 
Women (1975-85) served as a catalyst to women's political 
mobilization (Me Culloch, 1978). This event contributed to 
the collection of official statistical data on women which 
was previously unavailable. These hard data facilitated 
feminist discussion on "the importance of women and family 
as the foci of key economic, cultural and political factors" 
(Larvin, 1991, p. 7). Women, particularly of the third 
world, used it to pressure government officials and world 
development programs to better integrate the needs of women 
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into the policies and projects of economic and human 
development. 
The Decade of Women also sparked the reclaiming of 
women's place in Latin American history through the 
documentation of Latin American women themselves. 
Mainstream popular women's groups became involved in 
resistance movements, in anti-poverty struggles, in 
motherhood movements and Christian democratic organizing. 
They joined with feminist and labor associations to pressure 
for change (Aguiar, 1986; Deere & Leon, 1987; Jimenez, 1991; 
Lavrin, 1991; Stoltz-Chinchilla, 1982, 1991; Vitale, 1981, 
1987) .8 
During the past three decades, Western feminist 
theories, feminist critique of development theories, the 
United Nations Decade for Women (1975-1985), and the 
organizing efforts of women's popular groups and feminist 
social movements have helped to fuel the creation of 
feminist theories. Women in third world countries, 
including those of Latin America, have begun to incorporate 
the realities of women of the third world into a feminist 
paradigm, where "youth, shanty-town movements, cultural 
movement, women's organizations, Christian communities and 
other" (Fink, 1992, p.182), come together to form the 
multiplicity of women's voices in Latin America. 
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Brandwein defines feminism as a radically different 
thought-structure and a different paradigm for seeing the 
world (1985, P. 174). Fox-Keller (1985) defines feminism as 
a paradigm that examines gender inequality and sex 
subordination, organizes knowledge, proposes an alternative 
social order of the biological and gender differences 
between men and women, and validates women's perspectives 
and social reality. Fox-Keller writes that feminism enables 
women to learn "how ideologies of gender and science inform 
each other in their mutual construction, how that 
construction functions in our social arrangements and how it 
affects men and women, science and nature" (Fox-Keller, 
1985, p.8).9 Stoltz-Chinchilla asserts that feminism is a 
theoretical perspective which questions the existence of 
gender roles as traditionally based on the "natural" or 
biological order (1982, p. 215). 
Feminism is not one monolithic theory but rather a 
variety of specific feminist ideologies, analyses and 
strategies.10 The literature on feminism has, until 
recently, been dominated almost completely by the influence 
of Western feminists. While there is a range of thought 
reflected in the writings that have marked the resurgence of 
feminism in the United States and Europe from the 1960s to 
the present, until quite recently that range has been 
limited by the exclusion of the contributions of third world 
women and other women of color. Because Western feminist 
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writing comprises most of what has been available to 
feminist scholars in Latin America, it has served as the 
basis upon which modern Latin American women and scholars 
formed their reactions to feminism. It is also the 
departure point from which they are creating a feminism 
unique to their own needs and reality. 
Within the overall paradigm of feminist thinking, four 
major theories have dominated: liberal feminism, radical 
feminism, Marxist feminism and socialist feminism. In 
recent years the perspective of third world women has been 
added to feminist theories. Each theory tends to reflect 
the economic and political relationships that prevailed 
during the specific historical period in which it emerged 
and each carries coinciding as well as distinctive 
assumptions, emphases, limitations and analytical 
perspectives. I offer a general overview of these theories. 
Liberal Feminism 
Liberal feminism is a broad feminist perspective that 
has been described in the literature as a primarily Western, 
liberal ideology. It is grounded in the assumption that men 
and women are inherently the same and that women should have 
access to the same rights, privileges and resources and 
power as men. As a social movement, liberal feminism has as 
its primary objective the ending of gender discrimination. 
Its has received significant visibility in the media in the 
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United States and has presented elitist, reformist 
strategies that are also prominently monocultural (white, 
middle class, heterosexual). Third world women, both in 
developed countries and in developing nations, have often 
critic liberal feminism for accepting capitalism and 
modernization as sufficient to create the material 
conditions necessary for the empowerment of women (Stoltz- 
Chinchilla, 1982, p. 217). Third world and other scholars 
have criticized liberal feminism as lacking a class analysis 
that understands the role of capitalism or colonialism in 
the lives of poor women, women of color and third world 
women (Stoltz-Chinchilla, 1982). According to Hopkins 
(1983), liberal feminism in Latin America presupposes that 
the oppression of women is the same for all women. Thus, 
liberal feminists seek to create reforms for changing 
existing cultural 'machista' norms and values and to include 
women into existing social, economic and political 
structures. 
Radical Feminism 
Radical feminism first appeared in the context of the 
anarchist movements of the nineteenth century in Europe, and 
later emerged during the 1960s in the United States (Stoltz- 
Chinchilla, 1982, p. 221). This ideology suggests that the 
oppression of women is a result of patriarchal social 
patterns and demands radical social change. Radical 
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feminism is grounded in the belief that men and women are 
socialized to accept male supremacy and hetero-sexist values 
based on male supremacy. One of the main features of 
radical feminism is that its goals and strategies are often 
anarchist and utopian. Brandwein, for example, indicates 
that radical feminism often "advocates recognition and 
further development of a separate women's culture" (1985, p. 
173). Radical feminists see the sexual division of society 
as the first oppression, and the model for all others. 
Their policies and proposals focus on eliminating male 
supremacy as the necessary first step to end all oppression 
(Brandwein, 1985). 
Because men are present in the lives of women as 
fathers, brothers, sons, and significant others, the 
separatist ideology of radical feminism has faced criticism 
and rejection. This is particularly true in Latin America 
where many women see feminism in the context of nationalist 
and human rights struggles that are not limited by gender 
(Brandwein, 1985; Miller, 1991, Lowenthal, 1985). Radical 
feminism has also been linked to lesbianism as a political 
choice or alternative lifestyle despite the fact that 
lesbians are, as a social membership group, not homogenous 
and do not ascribe to any one political value or ideology 
(Blumenfield and Raymond, 1988; Raymond, 1989). In Latin 
America, lesbianism as a feminist issue has only recently 
surfaced and is still taboo in most women's organizations 
97 
(Miller, 1991; Ramos, 1987; I & II Lesbian Encuentro, 1988, 
1990). 
Marxist Feminism 
According to Marxist feminism, "the origins of women's 
oppression has its locus not in biology or in legalism but 
in the capitalist form of social organization" (Brandwein, 
1985, p. 173). This perspective proposes that the 
exploitation and marginalization of women are the primary 
and hidden foundations of capitalist accumulation and 
capitalist production relations.11 Marxist feminism 
addresses the deteriorating conditions of the worker under 
capitalism and the role of women within the family 
(Shmuckler, 1982). The Marxist feminist believes that 
capitalism exploits and marginalizes women as victims of 
both the family unit and paid labor, and proposes a total 
transformation from capitalism to socialism.12 Marxist 
feminism attempts to integrate the social reality of women 
into Marxist theory and development policy.13 
Socialist Feminism 
Socialist feminist ideology often contains concepts 
shared by both Marxist and radical feminism. Socialist 
feminism proposes that, while the historical roots of male 
dominance, sexism and patriarchy are central ideological and 
institutional phenomena of capitalism, gender inequality and 
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sex subordination existed prior to capitalism. Therefore, 
sexism has been inherent in the different modes of 
production which have prevailed throughout history. 
Socialist feminism rejects the "bourgeois" concept that all 
women are equally oppressed. For socialist feminists, 
addressing the oppression of women must include fighting for 
the rights of poor women and women of color. They argue 
that organizing needs to be conceptualized not only from a 
framework that analyzes capitalism and its impact on women, 
but one that takes into account the social reality of women 
within the family unit and "lo cotidiano" (women's everyday 
life experiences) (Stoltz-Chinchilla, 1982, p. 231). In 
many Latin American countries, Christian socialist 
ideologies also form part of the socialist feminist 
paradigm. This ideology is based on the principles of 
liberation theology and Paulo Freire's work. Most 
strategies of organizing are based on what is referred to as 
'Christian base communities' (comunidades de base) and 
'women's popular groups'. These groups organize women at 
the grass roots level to procure decent housing, health 
care, potable water and to mobilize collective, political 
action in poor communities (Miller, 1991). 
The socialist feminist approach proposes changing 
social, economic and political structures as well as sexist 
behaviors, attitudes and values. The object is to remold 
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not only society but also individuals to fit a new set of 
genderless roles and institutions (Brandwein, 1986) . 
The debate between the primacy of gender issues versus 
the primacy of class and race in the analysis of gender 
inequality and in strategies of organizing women continues 
among Latin America feminists. In recent years this debate 
has become part of a broader analysis in third world 
feminism. 
Third World Feminism: Towards 
a Latin American Perspective 
Many feminists contend that most feminist theories have 
their origins in the developed Western countries and have 
not fully addressed the needs and realities of women of 
color in either the United States or the third world. On 
this subject Jackette states that: 
Feminists in the United States claim a universal 
theory of injustice and a global vision of what is 
to be done, despite the fact that their experience 
is generally limited to societies that are 
wealthy, industrialized and democratic, and where 
women of color are a minority. U. S. feminists 
are increasingly aware of the work of Canadian and 
European feminists, particularly French and 
British writers, but they still tend to view women 
in the Third World as victims of oppression rather 
than as creators of feminist theory or as agents 
of change (Jackette, 1989, p.l). 
Anzaldua (1990), a feminist Chicana writer, argues that 
feminist theories have historically been in the hands of a 
privileged few: who have access to places where theories are 
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formulated. According to Anzaldua, much of what is 
considered feminist theory is in the domain of academic 
communities. Anzaldua contends that knowledge about women 
is controlled by Western, white women in institutions of 
higher education. This control denies the realities of poor 
and working class woman and woman of color, and most of the 
theory formulated in these dominated academic settings is 
"not necessarily what counts as theory for women of color" 
(Anzaldua, 1990, p. XXV). 
Beginning in the 1980s, women of color in the United 
States joined the feminist debate and began to formulate a 
distinct, women of color feminist perspective (Anzaldua, 
1990; Cole, 1986; Smith, 1982, 1990; Lorde, 1981). They 
objected to the white, middle-class myopia that limited the 
feminist writing and activism of the time. They brought to 
light the rich range of experience of women of color in the 
United States and out of those experiences created vibrant 
and varied contributions to feminist perspective. Feminist 
women of color in the United States have challenged their 
invisibility in feminist thought and action and have taken 
up residence as leaders in the feminist movement. They have 
transformed feminism with the expectation that issues of 
race, class and ethnicity be integrated into feminist 
analysis and activism. 
Women of third world countries, like their counterparts 
in other regions of the world, are struggling to achieve 
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social, economic and political equality, and freedom and 
justice. According to Navarro, "Latin America" and 
"feminism" seemed contradictory terms until the 1980s, when 
a series of regional and local feminist conferences were 
held in different parts of Latin America (1982, p. 154). In 
1981, feminists and popular women's groups in Colombia 
initiated biannual 'Encuentros' (conferences) to share 
feminist ideas and actions.14 The idea spread to other 
countries in Latin America and women in feminist 
organizations, development institutions and women's grass 
roots groups began to hold national and international 
'Encuentros'. The organizing effort of the Decade of Women, 
as well as these 'Encuentros', brought Latina women together 
in a new way and generated discussions based on common 
social, economic and political legacies as well as cultural 
ideologies which determine their roles and status as women 
in third world societies. 
The 'Encuentros' have created an opportunity for Latin 
America women reflect on their own activities and challenge 
each other. For example, some Latin American feminists 
criticize women in popular social movements for a lack of 
attention to gender specific oppression. The increasing 
ability of women in the 'Encuentros' to articulate their 
needs and realities is an important aspect of the Latin 
American feminist dialogue and offers a unique perspective 
to the growing body of feminist theory and activism. 
102 
The subordinate position of women is magnified in the 
third world. This is due in large to the socio-economic 
impact of the dependency and colonialism that characterize 
the bipolar relationships of third world countries with the 
advanced nations, predominantly the United States (Sen and 
Grown, 1978; Ellis, 1985). Third world feminists contend 
that it is women in the developing nations, such as those of 
Africa, Asia, India and Latin America, who are most 
negatively affected by the depleted resources and unequal 
distribution of wealth and income characteristic of the 
third world (Boserup, 1986; Bourque & Warren, 1984; Deere & 
Leon, 1987; Sen & Grown, 1987; Rogers, 1980). 
The pioneer work of Boserup (1986) speaks to how 
colonial relations of power, male defined 'development' 
strategies and the increasingly complex division of labor in 
industrial societies have contributed to third world women's 
invisibility and subordination (Boserup, 1986). This 
invisibility has become a major concern for feminist women 
of the countries of the third world, particularly those 
involved in economic and human development. Third world 
feminists contend that women's participation in work, 
education, health and political life has been ignored by 
virtually all government officials, development theorists, 
policy makers and planners (Mies, et.al., 1988). They trace 
this invisibility to a series of factors. Sexist values and 
male gender bias are characteristic of most governments and 
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reflected in their social values and structures. Also, most 
theories and policies for development are influenced by 
sexist bias in both methods of documentation and plans of 
action (Bourque, 1981; Charlton, 1984). 
Another factor is third world women's invisibility in 
written history. Women of the third world and their 
contributions to society have largely been left out of 
history books, scientific paradigms and bodies of knowledge. 
What little research and published writing on Latin American 
women does exist has often been, until recently, either 
controlled by Latino men, by non-Latina women or by non¬ 
feminist scholars. This invisibility has often contributed 
to the creation of culturally biased information and 
content, and a distorted or incomplete viewpoint on Latina 
women.15 The same bias exists in statistical data. For 
example, in most Latin American countries, government 
systems of collection of population data are either 
distorted or incomplete (Muller, 1987; Aguiar, 1986). 
Hartmann (1987) reports that women in Latin America are 
underrepresented and institutionally discriminated against 
on the bases of census and economic production indicators. 
In most countries, the non-monetary yet productive 
activities of women are not included in labor force 
statistics or measurements of the gross national product 
(GNP). 
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Latin American Women: Politics. Culture. 
Work and the Role of Education 
The study of gender oppression and feminism in Latin 
America is methodologically complex because of the 
differences among the various nations and regions within 
each country. Still, it is possible to trace some of the 
commonalities in Latin American women's sexist historical 
heritage. This heritage is rooted in a complex system of 
oppression determined by pre-Colombian institutions of 
patriarchal values; in four centuries of imported cultural 
traditions marked by European, primarily Spanish patriarchal 
dominance; and by colonial values and social structures. 
Furthermore, gender inequality in Latin America is linked to 
the heritage of economic dependency, poverty and colonial 
relationships with Western, advanced nations, (predominantly 
the United States), and to the different stages of 
historical and economic development of Latin America. 
Other factors that contribute to the Latina woman's 
social inequality include the degree to which governmental 
laws promote the advancement of women; and how economic and 
human development policies and plans, and the international 
gender division of labor effect the lives of women, 
particularly marginalized and economically exploited poor 
and indigenous populations (Paredes, 1987; Gutierrez & 
Lewis, 1991; Schmuckler, 1982; Vitale, 1987). For example, 
the economic crisis of the 1980s, and the IMF structural 
adjustment policies imposed on Latin American countries have 
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depleted social welfare resources and amplified the unequal 
distribution of wealth and income (Deere, et.al., 1990). 
These political and economic realties have been devastating 
to women and those whom they care for - children, the 
elderly and people with physical and developmental 
disabilities (Bourque & Warren, 1984; Sen & Grown, 1987; 
Charlton, 1984). Sexist ideologies and practices 
('machismo' and 'Marianismo' in the Latin American culture), 
the unique ethnic and cultural distinctions of each region, 
and individual and collective differences of women's social 
groups membership (race, ethnicity, class, age, sexual 
orientation, religion) also circumscribe women's access to 
power in Latin America (Anzaldua, 1990; Brock-Utne, 1989; 
Boserup, 1986; Miller, 1991; Smith, 1990; Stephen, 1991). 
Internalized values and practices of gender inequality 
form a web of dependent and interdependent relations that, 
while complex and difficult to sort out, are at the root of 
sexism. Sexism, as well as racism and classism, has 
historically been supported by the belief in biological 
determinism and by conservative political, social, economic 
and religious institutions. In Latin American, values of 
'machismo' and 'Marianismo' are the foundation on which 
gender inequality stands and influence all aspects of the 
Latin American society (Dussel, 1976; Egg, et.al., 1976; 
Guerrero, 1977; Gonzalez, 1979).16 Based on these values, 
Latin America society has developed mechanisms which provide 
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rewards and punishments that sustain sexism. In an article 
entitled, Marianismo: The Other Side of Machismo, Stevens 
writes: 
In our society we find a pattern of expectations 
based on real or imagined attributes of the 
individuals or groups who perform certain tasks. 
With time, these attributes attain a validity 
which makes it possible to use them as criteria 
for value judgments quite unrelated to functional 
necessity (Stevens, 1973, p. 90-91). 
Culture, the integrated pattern of human behavior that 
includes thought, speech, and action, transmits knowledge 
about the status of women to succeeding generations. 
Cultural beliefs and social forms determine the type of 
treatment that a women will receive in a given society. 
Latin American women are a young population group. 
According to a United Nations' report, the median age for 
women in 1990 was 22 (U. N. Report, 1991, p. 12). Women 
also marry young. According to this report, the average age 
at which women married was 22 years, with 30 percent of the 
female population married by the age of 18 (1991, p. 7). 
Men tend to be four years older when they marry. The age 
gap between male and female couples contributes to women's 
dependency on men. Moreover, marriage patterns tend to 
change with age: 
As men and women age, more differences appear in 
their marriage patterns. The proportion of women 
who are married peaks in the age group 25-44. For 
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women aged 60 years and over, more are widowed 
than married. By contrast, the proportion of 
married men is highest in the age group 45-59 
years. Among those 60 and older, more than 75 
percent of all men are married, compared with only 
40 percent of women. These differences in later 
life are the result of women's longer life 
expectancy and male-female differences in age at 
first marriage. The differences also reflect 
cultural factors which make remarriage less likely 
for women than men in some regions (U. N. report, 
1991, p. 15). 
Women and Work 
Scholarly research indicates the importance of women's 
productive and reproductive activity at the local, national 
and international level. However, the sexual division of 
labor, 'la doble jornada' (double day's work), gender 
relationships at home and in the work place, and women's 
participation (particularly rural, third world women) in 
"non-productive, unpaid" work are topics of debate among 
scholars and policy makers (Jelin and Feijoo, 1983; 
Benholdt-Thomas, 1988). Such debate helps to challenge the 
traditional patriarchal nature of Latin American employment 
patterns and thereby enhances women's access to autonomy and 
empowerment around the globe (Bourque, and Warren, 1984; 
Charlton, 1984; Deere, 1976; Deere, et.al., 1990). 
Assessing and validating women's participation as 
economically active producers is, particularly for feminists 
in the field of development, a major issue of scholarship. 
Feminists argue that women, particularly in the third world, 
are underrepresented and therefore institutionally 
108 
discriminated against by census economic production 
indicators. On this subject Hartmann (1987) writes: 
Today women's work is still consistently 
undervalued, not only in terms of financial 
reward, but social recognition as well. In most 
countries, the non-monetary yet productive 
activities of women are not included in labor 
force statistics or measurements of the GNP. (p. 
39) 
Historically, women's participation in the paid work 
force has been assumed as complementary to that of men. 
This is in part due to gender biased ideologies which assume 
that women do not posses the mental capability or the skills 
to be remunerated for their work at the same level as their 
male counterparts. This is compounded by the assumption 
that women gain access to status, respect, and financial 
stability through marriage and that marriage offers women 
economic safety. The fallacy of women's secure position in 
marriage can be demonstrated by the percentage of women who 
are 'female headed families' (FHF). In Latin America, 28 
percent of FHF are widowed and 28 percent are single women 
(U. N. Report, 1991, p. 18). 
The World's Women (1991), a United Nations report for 
1970-1990, documents that Latin American women in urban 
areas have made significant economic gains, with 
participation at 31 percent of the economically active 
population. For women in the rural area, participation is 
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lower, with only 14 percent registered as employed (U. N. 
Report, 1991, p. 5). 
Women in rural areas have remained in a fixed level of 
social, economic and political deterioration. On the 
subject of women's underestimated participation in economic 
activities, development theorists Sen and Grown (1987) argue 
that unpaid household production, as well as local 
production for family consumption and reproduction, are 
vital economic activities. However, the private/public 
dichotomy that exist between men and women negates this 
(Folbre, 1985, Sen and Grown, 1987). In most Latin American 
countries, women often work as unpaid workers in family- 
based production systems. This type of setting is extremely 
exploitative in terms of wages, benefits and type of work. 
Moreover, feminist development scholars argue that these 
important activities have been treated as minimal and 
accounted as a minimal proportion of humanpower (Sen and 
Grown, 1987). 
'La doble jornada' or double shift - working a job 
while fulfilling full-time household responsibilities - is a 
necessity that has emerged in response to the economic 
crisis of the region and as a result of men's refusal to 
participate in domestic chores and child rearing practices. 
Many third world scholars contend that women do not receive 
resources commensurate with the value of their productive 
and reproductive contributions in society. This is 
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particularly true for women during a recession or an 
economic crisis. Deere (1990) alludes to this issue in her 
analysis of the feminization of poverty of women in the 
Caribbean. The same analysis, however, can be applied to 
women in other regions of Latin America: 
Poor women, especially those with families, have 
had to bear the major brunt of the regional 
economic crisis and the structural adjustment 
policies instituted in the Caribbean. The 
economic crunch has hit women harder that man 
because women's disadvantaged occupational 
distribution, and more limited access to 
resources, makes them more vulnerable; moreover 
their roles as producers and consumers are 
different. In addition, women have always assumed 
a primary role in household survival strategies, 
securing and allocating unusually meager cash and 
other resources to enable their families to make 
ends meet. 
The economic crisis has made it extremely 
difficult for families to survive on a single 
wage, forcing additional women into the labor 
force to meet the rising cost of living and the 
decreased wage-earning capacity of men due to 
unemployment, or wage cuts, or due to their 
absence as a result of migration. At the same 
time structural adjustment policies are forcing 
families to absorb a greater share of the cost of 
survival as a result of the cut back on social 
services, such as health and education, or the 
elimination or reduction of subsidies of food, 
transportation, and utilities. By shifting more 
responsibility for survival from the state to the 
household, structural adjustment policies are 
increasing the burden on the poor, especially 
women (1990, p. 51). 
Sex discrimination and sex stereotyping within the 
labor market continue to be major obstacles to the economic 
advancement of women. Little access to tools and training, 
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as well as low remuneration, reflect not only a country's 
socio-economic and political position, but also how it 
values women. Everywhere in the world, work is segregated 
by sex (U. N. Report, 1991). Latin American women share 
with women in other nations traditional norms and values 
with regards to women's role and status. This is reflected 
in the disparity between male and female earnings and in the 
types of jobs that are available to women. In Latin 
America, even Venezuela, Cuba and Colombia, whose 
governments have passed policies to make women's earnings 
comparable to men's, women face occupational segregation and 
wage discrimination (U. N. Report, 1991; Miller, 1991). 
Moreover, in Latin America the majority of women find 
employment only in the informal sector, as domestic servants 
and street vendors, and at times must resort to prostitution 
or begging. Lack of accessible and affordable child care 
also limits women's participation in the labor force, and 
reinforces dependency and poverty (Nash and Safa, 1985). 
Women and Education 
In much of Latin America, the post-World War II years 
brought a substantial expansion in education. Governments 
in most Latin American countries have made primary school 
enrollment almost universal, and secondary school enrollment 
has also progressed. According to Stromquist (1992), "nine 
out of nineteen Latin American countries register student 
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enrollment of at least 50 percent of the corresponding age. 
In higher education, the proportion of those aged 20-25 
attending college is 17 percent, a figure that compares very 
favorably with those of other developing areas (Africa 2 
percent, Asia 7 percent, and Arabian states 12 percent)" 
(p. 1). These trends reflect women's advancement in 
education. 
In comparison with other developing regions, Latin 
America has a high rate on literacy for women. In Sub- 
Saharan Africa, southern Asia and western Asia, 70 percent 
of women aged 25 and over are illiterate; in Latin America 
only 20 percent of the female population is illiterate (U. 
N. Report, 1991, p. 45). For men, the illiteracy is 15 
percent (Stromquist, 1992, p. 23). Urban and rural 
illiteracy rates for women contrast sharply. The rural 
illiteracy rate among women aged 15-24 is 25 percent, 
compared to 5 percent in urban areas (U. N. Report, 1991, p. 
45) . 
Female participation in formal education (primary and 
secondary) in most Latin American countries is reported as 
equal to that of males. In higher education, females exceed 
male enrollment in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Cuba, Panama and 
Argentina (Stromquist, 1992; CNDMF Report, 1986) 
Socio-economic class segregation in the Latin American 
educational system often relegates poor women and girls to 
an inferior education. According to Stromquist (1992), 
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upper and middle class families send their children to 
private schools while public schools have become the site 
for educating the poor. Cross-national research shows that 
public school systems receive a proportion of the national 
budget that ranges from 12-25 percent. This amount is 
minimal when placed in the context of spending per pupil. 
According to Stromquist (1992), the average per-pupil 
expenditure for primary schooling is approximately $100.00 
per year (in the U. S. it is $3,700) (p. 21-22). 
Programs in non-formal education and popular education 
are expanding and becoming more refined in Latin America. 
According to Flink (1992), such programs play a key role in 
the development of grass roots, collective strategies for 
survival, and in national and international development 
work. The concept of non-formal education became popular in 
the 1960s and is "an organized, systematic educational 
activity carried on outside the framework of the formal 
system to provide selected types of learning to particular 
subgroups in the population" (La Belle, 1986, cited in Fink, 
1992, p. 172). Popular education goes beyond non-formal 
education in its mission to promote and create social and 
structural changes. According to Fink, there are two 
component to popular education - one is pedagogical and the 
second is socio-political. The pedagogical dimension is 
linked to Freire's theory of 'critical consciousness', the 
use of education to teach students to connect the personal 
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(micro) with the political (macro). Freire identifies a 
socio-political viewpoint which he calls 'practica de la 
Libertad' (practice of freedom). This viewpoint maintains 
that education either serves to reinforce and sustain 
existing social structure and disparities or to challenge 
them (Fink, 1992, p. 175). It advocates for the use of 
'concientization' to create social justice and change 
(Miller, 1991; Fink, 1992). 
In Latin America, popular education is being challenged 
to incorporate gender-specific oppression and women's 
content education into pedagogical and socio-political 
approaches. Using Molyneux's work, Stromquist offers two 
approaches in the formulation of women's issues in popular 
education. One approach is "practical gender interest" 
which involves 'lo cotidiano' (women's everyday experiences) 
of family life, and a second is "strategic gender interests" 
where macro issues of legal, political and civil rights 
inequities, and economic deprivation are used as instruments 
of social transformation (Cited in Fink, 1992, p. 187). For 
example, today many popular education programs are moving 
beyond the level of 'concientization' and seeking to create 
mechanisms to train women to participate in productive and 
economic projects that are gender-oriented. 
A similar process is taking place among feminists in 
formal, higher educational settings. Feminists are 
beginning to recognize the importance of education in 
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formulating new theories, epistemologies and practice which 
incorporate women's needs and requirements at the 
interpersonal, institutional and societal level. The 
following chapter offers insight into such processes. 
Conclusion 
General histories of pre-Columbian Latin America show a 
highly stratified society where the social status, economic 
role and the contributions of women were controlled and 
stifled by patriarchal values and practices. Mechanism of 
social control were systematically employed through social 
values and institutions to maintain women subordinate and 
conditioned to their oppression. After the arrival of the 
Spaniards in 1500, and for four centuries after, the history 
of women in Latin America was marked by rigid roles and 
restrictions limiting their full participation in all areas 
of society. Patriarchal and oligarchical governments and 
social institutions did little to contribute to the 
advancement and empowerment of women. Moreover, aside from 
areas of social, economic and political oppression, women's 
reality was limited by the historical heritage of sexist 
ideologies and practices of 'machismo' and 'Marianismo' in 
the Latin American culture. Social and religious values 
created structural barriers for girls and women to fully 
participate in social and economic life and contributed to 
women's powerlessness and subordination. 
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The examination of women's history in Latin America 
indicates that because women are not a monolithic, 
homogenous group, their social realities must be placed 
within the context of their social group membership and the 
type of environment in which their social identity was 
formed. Race, class, ethnicity, religion, age, 
emotional/sexual orientation and physical-developmental 
abilities are important considerations in this analysis. 
It is clear that there has been a long history of 
political and revolutionary activism on the part of Latin 
American women. "The world feminist movement of the 1880s 
reached women who had already fought the independence 
battles their other third world sisters were just beginning 
to fight" (Boulding, 1976, p. 738). Moreover, Latin 
American women have been in the vanguard of different social 
movements ranging from movements of reformist activism to 
obtain the vote, to the guerrilla movements and motherhood 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s. 
The theoretical perspectives employed in the literature 
on feminism present a variety of viewpoints from which to 
explore the social status and economic conditions of women 
in society. Recently, women of color in developed countries 
have made a new contribution to feminism based on the 
integration of racism, ethnocentrism, classism and 
heterosexism into feminist thinking. Third world women 
around the globe have also made significant contributions to 
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feminism. They propose that, while patriarchal ideologies 
and relations are characteristic of third world nations as 
well as developed nations, the economic dependency and 
colonial relationships of third world countries with 
Western, advanced countries has a definitive impact on 
women's status in third world nations. 
Latin American women share with other third world women 
traditional norms and values with regards to women's social 
status and economic role. Little access to formal political 
structures and educational resources as well as the unegual 
division of labor and the exploitative nature of women's 
work result in women's vulnerability, dependency on men and 
the creation and perpetuation of oppressive conditions of 
living for women (and their families). These conditions of 
living reflect not only the socio-economic and political 
position of Latin American today, but also how Latin 
American countries value women. 
In today's Latin America, different feminist theories 
and strategies merge with women's popular activism and their 
voices are heard everywhere. These voices reflect women's 
multiple perceptions of their realities as seen through the 
lenses of their social group membership. In Latin America, 
feminism has reached women from all walks of life. 
Regional, national and local women's 'Encuentros' are taking 
place; urban poor, peasant and indigenous women's 
organizations are spreading and the motherhood movement 
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continues to make its presence felt internationally. 
Resistance, democracy and economic and human development are 
concepts that found a foothold in the early stages of the 
contemporary women's movement in Latin America and today are 
widely absorbed by different political groups (Miller, 
1991) . 
One aspect of the growing Latin American women's 
movement is women's content education and the creation of 
women's studies programs in different Latin American 
countries. Relatively little research has been done on the 
role of education in the socialization of modern feminists 
in Latin America, or in women's experience of the 
educational system. The women's studies movement in Latin 
America is a small, new and growing phenomenon, and 
addresses several areas of knowledge including education and 
feminist theory and policy. The next chapter begins to 
examine women's content education as a concept. 
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NOTES 
1. Gonzalbo (1987), contends that many indigenous men either 
preferred to marry women who had retained their native customs or 
would seek mestiza (white-Indian) women to "better the race". 
2. It is important to note that black African slaves were brought 
in larger numbers to countries where there existed plantation type 
agriculture, like Brazil and the Caribbean Islands. 
3. Regardless of the obstacles that women found in becoming 
economically independent and respected citizens, there is evidence 
that a great number of women from the elite administered large 
estates and businesses after their husband's death, (Lavrin, 
1985a). 
4. By 1900, there was only one woman registered at the university. 
It was not until 1916 that the number of women at the university 
level was noticeable, particularly in medicine, pharmacy, 
architecture and education. 
5. According to Larvin (1985) in large indigenous rural regions like 
Yucatan, illegitimate children were not only an everyday event but 
often a cultural trait. 
6. The birth control clinics established in Mexico were operated by 
North American women who were, for the most part, insensitive to 
local cultural beliefs and offered contraceptive choices that, 
because of a lack of health and sanitation resources in the region, 
were not as effective as when used in advanced nations. 
7. There are discrepancies in dates documenting women's right to 
vote in 1) the United Nations Report: The World's Women, and 2) 
Miller, (1991). The discrepancies are as follow: 
Argentina, 1) 1952 2) 1947; Brazil, 1) 1934 2) 1932; Costa Rica, 
1) 1949 2) 1945; Ecuador, 1) 1928 2) 1929; Honduras, 1) 1957 2) 
1955; Panama, 1) 1941 2) 1945; Paraguay, 1) 1962 2) 1961. 
8. While feminism and Latin America were contradictory terms until 
recent years (Navarro, 1982), the emergence of feminism in Latin 
America has helped to fuel Western feminist theories (socialist, 
marxist, radical, liberal, etc.). Third World feminist critique of 
development theories and has also contributed significantly to 
creating awareness of women's problems in contemporary Latin 
America, especially among the educated middle class urban 
population (Stoltz-Chinchilla, 1991). 
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9. An ideology is defined as "a set of ideas which specify 
discontents, prescribe solutions and justify change" (Encyclopedia 
of the Social Science, 445) 
10. According to Kahn (1970), a paradigm is a model which provides 
the basis for coherent bodies of social inquiry. Kahn proposes 
paradigms for understanding social phenomena. He asserts that for 
social change to occur change must be part of a larger, different 
paradigm from the existing (traditional or liberal) institutional 
thought structure. 
11. According to Mies (1988), the concept of marginalization was 
developed during the 1960s and 1970s in Latin America in the 
context of dependency. This concept describes the mass of relative 
surplus population which is not absorbed into the formal wage labor 
pool, who have to produce their own survival through subsistence 
production. Also this population is an inexhaustible source of 
cheap labor which may be tapped into whenever some sporadic 
capitalist expansion takes place. 
12. Because of today's pressure on socialist countries to integrate 
into the international capitalist economy, socialist countries like 
Cuba, which have contributed greatly to the empowerment of women, 
will have to struggle with these new pressures. 
13. A major contradiction that Marxist feminists face and a typical 
critique of particularly orthodox Marxism is that while Marxist 
theorists (mainly men) are able to integrate the exploitation and 
marginalization of women into a strong analysis of oppression, they 
often tend to reject feminism by identifying it with a social 
movement of the bourgeoisie. 
14. The Latin American and Caribbean Encuentros are conferences 
where Latina women meet to reflect on feminist issues and share 
feminist strategies and action. 
15. The language of published material also limits its usefulness. 
While various scholars have made an important contribution to 
research and writing on women, during the past three decades such 
material is often written either in English or in a style that only 
reaches a small group of individuals, primarily the academic elite. 
As a result local marginalized population groups do not benefit 
form such work. 
16. The concept of machismo has a variety of definitions. Machismo 
connotes extreme maleness, masculinity, male dominance or virility. 
It denotes a configuration of attitudes, values and behaviors such 
as, breaking the rules, violence, sexual potency and contempt for 
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women (Kramarae; Treicher 1985, p. 239) . The term has been used to 
describes the ascribed values of the superiority of men and the 
inferiority of women (Guerrero, 1977). Marianismo is considered 
the flip side of machismo. It involves the worshiping of the 
virgin Mary. Particularly in countries with a strong Roman 
Catholic religious background, the virgin/whore dichotomy is 
prevalent. Marianismo is the cult of feminine spiritual 
superiority, which teaches that women are semi-divine, morally 
superior and stronger than men. It entails submissiveness towards 
men, fidelity and the realization of oneself as a whole person 
through marriage, motherhood and the values of honor. 
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CHAPTER III 
WOMEN'S CONTENT EDUCATION: 
A CHALLENGE TO THE ESTABLISHED ORDER 
Gender disparity has been prevalent in education 
throughout history in all societies and used as a tool for 
the social control of women (Stromquist, 1992). For 
centuries, the schooling of women was met in Latin America, 
as in most countries, with fierce opposition from 
conservative political and religious forces. It was not 
until the 1960s and 1970s that women became visible as 
students and faculty in traditionally male colleges and 
universities all across Latin America. This success can be 
attributed to the organized efforts of the Latin American 
women's movement to strengthen laws that prohibit 
discrimination on the bases of sex in institutions of 
education. In many countries, progressive leftist political 
forces also played an influential role in this historical 
process. 
Today, in Latin America and elsewhere, one of the 
controversial debates among both feminists and educators is 
the role that education plays in producing a dominant 
ideology and social control over women's lives (Coombs, 
1985; Schiefelbein & Ferrell, 1982; Stromquist, 1992). 
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In Academic Women: Working Towards Equalityr Simeone 
(1987) documents both sides of the debate. On the one hand 
is the increase in women's enrollment in higher education. 
The progress that women have made in terms of career 
opportunities suggests that education has had a powerful 
effect, particularly for middle class women, on 
participation in the labor force, economic independence, and 
improvements in living conditions. The other side of the 
debate asserts that progress has been superficial and 
limited, and that an increase in the number of women's 
students does not adequately measure gender equity. 
Brock-Utne argues that, while women's access to and 
participation in education is indispensable, "it does not 
necessarily offer women a mechanism for the creation of 
equality" (1989, p. 498). Many feminist educators argue 
that the ideologies of biological determinism and male 
supremacy entrenched in society lead to sexism in education 
itself. Stromquist (1992) argues that "the role of the 
state in the education of women operates mostly to reproduce 
the dominant thought and discourse. It seldom engages in 
efforts to call attention to instances of discrimination and 
inequality" (p. 6). In addition, even when women achieve 
the same level of education as men, they face gender 
segregated systems that subordinate them to their male 
counterpart in the work place and at home. Women are not 
only paid less for equal work, but are also pressured to 
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remain at home once they marry, especially if they have 
children (Albert, 1989; Simeone, 1987). 
A related view is described in the writing of 
Josefowitz (1980). She contends that gender inequity is at 
least partially the result of women's socialization. The 
lack of active participation by women, particularly in 
positions of power and leadership, has the effect of 
reducing women's motivation, ambition and achievement needs 
and aspirations. A vicious cycle of women's marginalization 
occurs. 
While they understand the limitations that patriarchal 
structures of education pose for women, feminist educators 
and scholars in Latin America value the significance of an 
educated female population and the extent to which education 
plays an important role in enabling women to achieve 
collective political mobilization and personal empowerment 
(Kelly & Elliot, 1982). In order to achieve gender 
equality, Simeone proposes that a major transformation of 
male centered "policies, practices, epistemologies, values, 
methodologies, and structures" (1987, p. 21) must take place 
in all institutions, particularly institutions of education. 
The Women's Studies Movement: 
A Potential Source for Empowerment 
Feminists all around the world turned to women's 
studies with hope of transforming the male centered 
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hierarchy in education and in society as a whole. In Latin 
America today, there is tremendous awareness of the 
importance of women's content education and feminist 
scholarship. 
Women's studies programs in Latin America are growing 
both in size and recognition (Azize, 1991; La Red, 1989). 
One of the most significant results of the increasing number 
of women's studies programs in Latin America is the 
emergence of a women's studies movement from the perspective 
of Latina women themselves (Stoltz-Chinchilla, 1991; Acosta- 
Belen, 1991; Stephen, 1991; Bolles, 1991). Latin American 
women's studies provide the institutional, academic base for 
the creation of women's content education and scholarly 
research on women, gender, culture and society. According 
to Lavrin (1991), the call for the integration of women's 
studies programs into Latin American institutions of higher 
education originated with women scholars working in private 
and public institutions. 
These women have shown a strong commitment to 
female participation in the public arena, and the 
legitimization of the study of women as a subject 
relevant to both genders, and as a necessary step 
towards social, economic, and cultural change (p. 
6) . 
Women's studies programs are considered by feminist 
scholars as a viable force for the personal, psychological, 
emotional, spiritual, and political development of women and 
as a tool for improving not only women's education but 
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women's status in society (Ruggiero, 1990; Shrewsbury, 
1987) . These programs and the research they support allow 
the voices of Latin American women to be heard in the 
academic environment. The work of Latin American women's 
studies students and faculty documents the experiences of 
Latin American women, contributes to a social analysis that 
includes women's reality, and broadens our understanding of 
the impact of feminism on contemporary life. 
Even though access to higher education in Latin America 
continues to be limited primarily to a small number of 
mostly middle class women, women's studies education and 
feminist scholarship have the potential to formulate, 
transmit and transform knowledge in a way that is inclusive 
and liberating to women and men from different social, 
economic and political backgrounds (Acosta-Belen & Bose, 
1991). 
Conceptual Approach to the Study of Women's Studies Programs 
Characterized by Western dominated economies, a tight 
labor market, an increasing national debt, economic 
marginalization, unemployment, poverty, poor health, infant 
mortality and malnutrition, and crime, the countries of 
Latin America today face major barriers to their development 
and progress (Kay, 1989; Deere, et.al, 1990; Stephen, 1991). 
Recent research on women in third world countries points out 
that the impact of such factors is particularly harsh on 
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women. The reality of women is one of relative 
powerlessness: they are caught in a dependent relationship 
to men at the local, national and international levels 
(Betteridge and Monk, 1990; Charlton, 1984). 
In present day Latin American society, women are 
increasingly aware of how gender inequity and male 
domination negatively impact their lives. Women have also 
become more aware of their political power and how to use it 
to link feminist ideologies (i.e., socialist, marxist, 
radical, liberal, etc.) and action with personal and 
institutional transformations on behalf of Latina women. 
Research on women's content education shows that higher 
education has historically been controlled by male defined 
hierarchies, values, policies, epistemology and methodology 
(Brandwein,1985; Stoltz-Chinchilla, 1991; Lavrin, 1991; 
Simeone, 1987). It also shows that, because higher 
education serves as a major socializing vehicle in which 
gender roles are molded and the values and norms of students 
preparing to enter the larger society are shaped, the 
participation and the contributions of women in all spheres 
of society must be addressed as a key factor in the 
disciplines of higher education (Kahn and Robbins, 1985). 
During the late 1970s and early 1980s, women's studies 
programs appeared in Latin America and emerged as an 
important base for the promotion of knowledge and practice 
about women in institutions of higher education. In 
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Argentina, Costa Rica, and Mexico this process began during 
the late 1970s, while in Puerto Rico, The Dominican 
Republic, and Colombia women's studies programs began in the 
1980s. 
Many Latin American women were inspired by the women's 
studies programs developed in Western nations. Because 
Latin American women's reality is characterized by its own 
unique socio-economic and political situations, Latin 
American women sought to formulate and promote their own 
agenda of research, scholarship and development (Acosta- 
Belen & Bose, 1991; Universidad de Buenos Aires, Conference 
on Women's Studies in Latin America, 1990). As in programs 
elsewhere, women's studies programs in Latin America propose 
concrete and specific ways to use education to increase 
women's social status and draw upon women's contributions to 
society. They propose the development of mechanisms and 
strategies not only to challenge male dominance in 
educational content, policies, values, epistemology, and 
methodology (Mies, 1990; Simeone, 1987), but to create new 
women-identified approaches. 
The creation and institutionalization of women's 
studies has proven to be a complex task (Bolles, 1991). 
Bolles argues that there is no monolithic definition of 
feminist education (women's content education) or women's 
studies programs. As in many other countries, women's 
studies programs in Latin America do not follow any one 
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model. The shape of a program will often depend on the 
structure and size of the university, college, or department 
in which the program is offered, as well as on the 
administrative support and financial resources that it 
receives. The feminist perspective and teaching strategies 
used reflects the views of those who hold influence over the 
program (Humm, 1989; Oakley, 1981; Universidad de Buenos 
Aires, Conference on Women's Studies Programs in Latin 
America, 1990). One obstacle to the creation of women's 
studies programs has been the diverse and often competitive 
nature of feminist ideologies and practices. This obstacle 
is evident in the dichotomy between integration of women's 
content courses, scholarship and community services into the 
overall academic process versus the creation of autonomous 
women's studies curricula and programs (Finn, 1985; 
Rothfield, 1987). 
Tension between academic feminist women and women in 
"grass roots" or popular women's groups, as well as 
differences based on ideology, social group membership 
(class, race, etc.), and practice often complicated the 
growth of women's studies programs (Universidad de Buenos 
Aires, Conference on Women's Studies Programs in Latin 
America, 1990). Jimenez (1991), one of the founding mothers 
of women's studies programs in Central America, explains 
that, in spite of the tensions between academic women and 
popular women's groups, local "grass roots" women's centers 
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have contributed to and expanded the analysis of the need 
for women's content education and feminist scholarship in 
higher education. Lavrin (1991) echoes this by noting that 
non-academic women's centers and organizations affiliated 
with universities often were the precursors to the formation 
of women's studies programs in Latin America.1 
Jimenez (1991) establishes that, while local women's 
centers have been important in the establishment of women's 
studies programs, academic institutions can contribute to 
their stability and influence by institutionalizing them. 
For example, in Central America, women's studies programs 
were initiated by local, non-academic feminists and later 
legitimized as programs in universities through the Consejo 
Superior Universitario Centroamericano (CSUCA) (Central 
American Federation of Universities). In 1986, CSUCA, an 
institution that promotes the integration of higher 
education in the Central American region, and El Fondo de 
Naciones Unidas para la Mujer (The United Nations Fund for 
Women) (UNIFEMM), initiated a special project to incorporate 
women's content education and establish women's studies 
programs at the graduate level in Central America (Univ. de 
Buenos Aires, Women's Studies Conference, 1990; Jimenez, 
1991). In 1989 a similar project. La Red de Estudios de la 
Mujer (The Women's Studies Network), was developed in Puerto 
Rico to help women's studies programs in South America and 
the Caribbean to communicate and collaborate.2 
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Womens Content Education 
Most women's studies programs in Latin America and 
elsewhere, contain three major elements: 
1) Courses on women: most often taught from a 
feminist perspective, these may be elective 
courses or required for completing a university 
degree, both at the undergraduate and graduate 
level or in a specialization; 
2) Research and a written thesis: This is a 
requirement for completing an undergraduate as 
well as graduate degree in Latin America. 
Research also serves as a mechanism for faculty 
scholarship; 
3) Community service: This may take the form of 
women's issues seminars, conferences, field 
practicum, participation of students and faculty 
in university committees or women's organizations, 
and community education through women's radio 
programs, and feminist newsletters, etc. 
Women's Studies Courses. Women's studies courses form 
the basis of the women's studies movement. The courses 
consider academic and scientific inquiry and the knowledge 
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base from a feminist perspective. They often play a 
significant role in the formulation of theories that 
challenge sexist values, norms, beliefs, attitudes and 
behavior in different disciplines. Courses taught from a 
feminist perspective serve to generate consciousness of 
women's issues in university curricula and classroom 
pedagogy, and can be a powerful tool for teaching women to 
develop leadership skills (Field, et.al., 1986; Gilligan, 
1982) . Women's studies programs also serve to change sexist 
values, practice and epistemologies in society as well as in 
academe. 
In Latin America, the issue of women's studies content 
courses in higher education is still under scrutiny and 
debate. Some women are reluctant to accept the concept of 
"feminist courses" as a paradigm to define their educational 
activities (Larvin, 1991). In spite of this, many women's 
studies programs refer to feminist knowledge theory in their 
mission statement (La Red, 1989). 
In many institutions across the globe women's studies 
programs are considered interdisciplinary; with most of the 
courses offered through liberal academic subjects in the 
social sciences and the humanities. In Latin America, most 
women's studies courses are offered through universities in 
extended degree or adult education Programs. 
In the United States, 'interactive pedagogy' or 
interactive learning and teaching has often been considered 
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one of the strengths of women's studies programs. This 
'dialogic' model of teaching, also known as "women's ways of 
knowing", has proven to be more empowering of female 
students than traditional, didactic, hierarchical lecturing 
styles (Field, et.al., 1986; Gilligan, 1982). Research with 
women students exposed to this method of teaching has 
indicated that they are better able to develop their own 
intellectual faculties and relate theory to personal and 
political experiences than when taught by traditional 
methods (Klein, 1987; Simeone, 1987). In my own research in 
Latin America, I have found that interactive learning has 
been an important component of the women's studies course. 
The development of women's studies, both in Western 
countries and in Latin America, has been marked by ongoing 
debate about the place of women's content courses within the 
academic system. The issues were not unique to Latin 
American women's studies, but have been considered in Europe 
and in the United States for over a hundred years. There 
are presently three approaches to the subject. 
The autonomous women's studies approach dates back to 
the 19th century and the work of Margaret Fuller (1810-1850) 
(Field, et.al. 1986). This position suggests that women's 
studies courses be offered only to women, to enable them to 
reclaim their power and self-confidence. It suggests that 
women's content courses recognize the social powerlessness 
of women and address not only women's victimization but 
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their survival under difficult and unequal conditions 
(Blondet, 1987; Boulding, 1976, 1985; Gilligan, 1982; 
Hanmer, 1990). The autonomous approach suggests that "women 
more effectively develop initial participatory and 
leadership skills in mutual supportive environments such as 
all-women's groups" (Stromquist, 1992, p. 184), and 
encourages safe spaces where women can explore their 
personal power and build confidence in themselves. Many 
academic feminists contend that a strong, autonomous home 
base is essential for women to support and protect each 
other, as well as to prevent women's studies programs from 
becoming too spread out, losing their essence, or becoming 
too vulnerable and disappearing. 
Faculty and administrators who believe in the 
autonomous approach often find themselves defending academic 
freedom. Those who oppose it often accuse autonomous 
programs of discrimination because they exclude men. 
Negative reaction to the autonomous approach usually grows 
from the suspicion that women are getting together to 
challenge patriarchy and are a threat to male social 
institutions and control in society. This reaction often 
leads some people to believe that separating women from men 
in women's content education fosters women's anger towards 
men, separatism or lesbianism. 
A second approach to women's content courses is the 
gender studies integrationist model. The roots of this 
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approach can be traced back to the work of Elizabeth Palmer 
Peabody (1804-1894), another 19th century proponent of 
women's studies (Strong, 1989). This approach draws both 
women and men into the mainstream of the women's studies 
movement. Advocates often argue that, since it has not been 
women but men who have created patriarchal ideologies and 
practices, they must be responsible for changing conditions 
of gender inequities. Gender studies in this context are 
assumed to be a tool for empowering women by educating men 
about male privileges and power (Finn, 1985; Simeone, 1987). 
Helly, one of the advocates of the integration model in 
the United States, believes that by integrating women's 
content into male fields of study, women will make 
breakthroughs by gradually infusing content and methods more 
respectful and inclusive of women in traditional disciplines 
(Helly, 1983). Advocates of this approach suggest that it 
may also prevent programs from becoming ghettoized 
(segregated and isolated). 
A combination of these two approaches offers a third 
position which suggests that women's content become 
"mainstreamed" and also be offered as a separate entity. 
This dual strategy suggests incorporating women's content 
courses throughout the curriculum, (within different 
disciplines and schools) while "women specific" courses also 
serve to create a space for the continual development of a 
school of feminist thought. This approach avoids the 
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segregation of women's studies courses and provides women 
students and faculty with their own academic nucleus 
(balance of power). 
Latin America women's studies programs also have faced 
a dilemma over the term used to name women's content 
courses. Many faculty women have resisted use of the term 
"women's studies". While some consider the term "gender 
studies" more inclusive, there is concern that it detracts 
from women's autonomy in academe. This issue is illustrated 
in the variety of names given to programs in Latin America: 
La Universidad de Costa Rica and La Universidad de los Andes 
in Colombia are identified as gender studies, La 
Universidad Autonoma de Costa Rica and La Universidad de 
Buenos Aires are identified as women's studies and the 
program at La Universidad de Puerto Rico in Cayey is called 
"Pro-Mujer", a highly political term which translates as "in 
favor of women". 
In general, the integration model dominates Latin 
American women's studies. Today, women's content courses 
are offered all over Latin America to both women and men. 
This is in part due to sex discrimination prohibition but 
also to the resistance of some institutions to offer women's 
only courses. While some faculty do not see the need for 
women's safe spaces, other faculty women are ready to 
mainstream because they are tired of struggling against 
institutional resistance.3 In some programs, there does 
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seem to be a serious attempt to reach out to men, 
particularly those who work with women client systems (i.e., 
psychologists, attorneys, etc.) (LASA, 1991). 
While the actual course content in women's studies 
varies from program to program, most courses focus on: 
feminism as a social movement, the participation of women in 
the labor force, women in capitalist societies, legislation 
and public policy, women and rural development, health and 
mental health (including issues of sexuality), migration, 
feminist literature, and violence against women (Acosta- 
Belen & Bose, 1991). 
Research and Scholarship. Research and writing are 
pillars of the women's studies movement and contribute 
greatly to the visibility of women. Historically, research 
and writing in academe has, for the most part, been produced 
by and about men. Many male authors (and some women) 
without a feminist perspective often harbor theories of 
female inferiority based on prescribed biologically 
determined roles and culturally sexist values and theories 
(Simeone, 1987). Their domination of academia has made 
women's experience largely invisible in academic research. 
Women's scholarship first appeared in the United States 
and Europe prior to the Women's Liberation Movement of the 
1960s in research on issues of marriage and family. The 
most significant antecedents of the new scholarship of 
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women, according to Hanmer (1990), were the social movements 
of the left and the Civil Rights Movement of the 1970s and 
1980s. This scholarship "gave collective meaning to 
individual experiences by applying the concepts of 
domination, oppression, exploitation, and ideology to 
women's experiences" (Hanmer, 1990, p. 443). 
Western women's studies research and the United 
Nation's Decade of Women served as an impetus to women's 
scholarship in Latin America. Latin American feminist 
researchers and scholars, like those of other countries, 
challenged traditional knowledge about women's realities and 
stressed the importance of discovering the neglected history 
and literature on and by women (Universidad de Buenos Aires, 
Conference on Women's Studies Programs in Latin America, 
1990; Aguiar, 1986). 
In most institutions of higher education of Latin 
America, completing research and writing a thesis is a 
requirement for acquiring an undergraduate or graduate 
degree. Research in women's studies has not only provided 
students with important research and writing skills, it has 
contributed to the knowledge base. By studying and writing 
about indigenous women, political refugees, peasant women, 
urban poor women and religious women, students generate new 
feminist knowledge that helps to further explain theories of 
Latin American development, and to formulate policies, plans 
and programs to aid women and their families. While 
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traditional institutions, including academic and 
professional journals, have historically tended to devalue 
feminist scholarly pursuits, feminist scholarship in Latin 
America has grown in size and recognition over the past 
decade (Acosta-Belen & Bose, 1991; Fempress, 1990). 
Community Services. While many academic institutions 
do not recognize the contribution that community service can 
make to higher education, community service is often the 
backbone of many women's studies programs. The community 
services of students, faculty and staff cover a broad realm. 
At the informal level, community work is linked to feminist 
organizations not affiliated with the university. 
Association with local and national feminist women's 
communities creates visibility of women's studies programs 
outside of the university community through seminars, 
conferences, colloquia, and workshops. 
Community services also make an important contribution 
by offering women's content education to women outside of 
the academic community. Women's university radio shows, 
video tape documentaries, and newsletters bring women's 
content education to the broader community. Even though in 
most Latin American women's studies programs, women's 
archives and libraries are severely hampered by a lack of 
resources, they are being developed by women in most women's 
studies programs. 
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Another form of community services in the academy is 
committee work. Feminist student and faculty involvement in 
student organizations, in academic committees and in 
administrative or union boards are known to influence 
internal (academic) and external policy around women's 
issues in academe and in the outside community. 
At the university level, because many women's studies 
programs are housed in departments or schools within the 
social sciences (i.e., psychology, social work) which 
require field placements, community service often takes the 
form of assigning students to women client systems. This 
provides the student with 'hands on' experience serving 
women. The practicum may also serve as a mechanism for 
women students, clients and client systems to collaborate in 
the formation of networks, coalitions and women's 
organizations, and to bring feminist awareness to community 
settings. 
Collaboration and networking are required tools for 
women to survive in academe. The formation of women's 
professional and scholarly associations and natural support 
systems, composed of supportive faculty and administrators 
as well as community people, have also been a basic element 
in the success of women's studies programs (La Red, 1989). 
The political climate of universities and of the 
countries in which they are located affect women's studies 
programs. In countries with a history of fascist repression 
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or violence such as Argentina, Chile, Peru, and Guatemala, 
the experiences of women in academe have been characterized 
by social, economic and political turmoil, fear and chaos (V 
Encuentro, 1990). These realities call for political 
awareness and active participation on the part of women in 
institutions of higher education. Women's studies programs 
need faculty, university administrators and students to 
develop mechanisms for protecting women's content education 
students and faculty during such times. 
Conclusion 
Women's studies programs in Western countries, the 
United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985), local and 
intra-Latin American feminist women's organizations, and 
"grass roots" groups have promoted the foundation of women's 
studies programs in various countries, including those of 
Latin America and the Caribbean. While these programs 
differ in scope and in offerings, they seek to challenge 
sexist policies and methods in higher education and to 
promote theory, advocacy and education for women. 
Women's studies programs have just recently begun to 
emerge in Latin America. Changes in the educational system 
and environment with implications for the treatment of 
gender inequality is a viable mechanism for increasing the 
participation of women in economic, social and political 
life. Moreover, women's content education, particularly if 
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integrated into various disciplines in higher education, may 
foster macro-level changes leading to a new social 
equilibrium, which fosters democracy, human and economic 
development, and social justice. 
Many social science researchers, including the work of 
Fink (1992), indicate that women are more effective in 
developing participatory and leadership skills in a mutually 
supportive environment (Field-Belenky, et al., 1986; 
Gilligan, 1982). Today, educators and scholars everywhere 
are urging the incorporation of women's studies into a macro 
perspective. Advocates of this approach propose: 
- to develop a methodology for teaching and 
learning that is participatory and egalitarian; 
to strive for the creation of 'concientization' 
- a critical social awareness of gender inequality 
and its effects on women and men in society; 
- to combine analytical skills with professional 
and technical skills and information leading to an 
understanding of diversity as it relates to social 
group memberships; 
- to infuse women's content education in the 
curriculum and in university administrative 
practices as well as create separate women's 
programs or specializations through courses, 
research and community services. 
to facilitate the active participation of 
women's studies students in work with oppressed 
and marginalized population groups to promote 
social justice and political change. 
Women's content educational programs have become a key 
meeting place for women, offering a supportive environment 
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and a body of knowledge that is important to women's 
reclaiming of self and their social reality. Unfortunately, 
the impact of women's studies education on the students who 
participate in them has been largely ignored by researchers. 
The following chapter addresses this issue by documenting 
the responses of six women who participated in three women's 
studies programs in Latin America. 
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NOTES 
1. In Latin America there are a number of women's centers and 
women's studies programs. Some of these are (Centers): Centro 
Flora Tristan in Peru; Centro de Investigacion para la Accion 
Femina in the Dominican Republic; Grupo de Estudios Sobre la 
Condicion de la Mujer in Uruguay; and Fundacao Carlos Chagas in 
Brazil, and (women's studies programs): Programa Interdisciplinario 
Estudios de la Mujer in the Universidad Autonoma de Costa Rica; 
Universidad de Los Andes in Colombia; Universidad Nacional de 
Colombia; Colegio de Mexico; Universidad National Autonoma de 
Mexico; Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana in Mexico; Instituto 
Tecnologico de Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic; Programa 
Interdisciplinario Estudios del Genero in the Universidad de Costa 
Rica; Projecto Pro Mujer in the Colegio Universitario de Cayey in 
Puerto Rico; Centro de Estudios de la Mujer in Santiago de Chile 
and Carrera de Posgrado Interdisciplinaria de Especializacion de 
Estudios de la Mujer of La Universidad de Buenos Aires (Lavrin, 
1991, p. 5-6; LASA Conference, 1991). 
2. La Red de Estudios de la Mujer is no longer in existence. 
3. The concept of safe space developed in the 1960s in United 
States as feminist women involved in civil rights work recognized 
the need to create consciousness raising groups where women could 
discuss their own realities within a patriarchal society. 
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CHAPTER IV 
GENERAL METHODOLOGY APPROACH 
The literature suggests that qualitative research 
methodology is well suited to feminist inquiry. While there 
is no agreed upon method that can be termed as feminist, 
many feminist scholars have proposed that qualitative 
research carried out by and for women has proven to be an 
extremely important tool in feminist research (Barry 1989; 
Bourque & Warren, 1984; Edwards, 1990; Stacey, 1988) . 
Edwards (1990) asserts that feminist research has at its 
base a critique of the supposedly rational, value-free, 
detached approach as traditionally espoused by quantitative 
research. In defining feminist (qualitative) research, 
Edwards links the following three principles: 
1) Women's lives need to be addressed in their own 
terms. Women's round lives have been pushed into 
the square holes of male-defined theories, and 
where their experiences do not fit, those 
experiences have been invalidated, devalued, or 
presented as deviant. A feminist methodology 
starts from an examination of women's experiences 
because "the personal is political". Women's 
oppression in sexist society forms a basis for 
their own and other women's experiences, and 
social structures can be examined and understood 
through an exploration of relationships and 
experiences within individuals' everyday lives. 
2) Feminist research should not just be on women 
but for women. The aim of inquiry should be to 
provide for women explanations of their lives 
which can be used as an instrument to improve 
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their situations. This raises issues concerning 
the relationship between the researcher and the 
researched. The exploitative power balance 
embodied in the researcher-object relationship 
should, as far as possible, be subverted so as to 
allow women's voices and priorities to be heard. 
This involves breaking down the artificial 
object/subject split between the researcher and 
the researched, and an obligation on the part of 
the researcher to try to maintain honesty between 
them. Additionally, research findings should be 
accessible to women in terms both of relevance to 
their lives and of presentation (i.e., no esoteric 
jargon). 
3) A feminist methodology involves putting the 
researcher into the process of production. This 
location of self by the researcher occurs in two 
related ways. First, on an intellectual level, 
the researcher should make explicit the reasoning 
procedures she utilized in carrying out her 
research. Second, on what is often called a 
reflexive level, the researcher's effect upon the 
actual process of the research, her class, race, 
sex, assumptions, and beliefs should be explicated 
in terms of its effect upon the research and upon 
analysis (1990, pp. 479-480). 
Qualitative research, with the use of ethnographic 
interviews, has been an important tool in feminist research 
and in scholarship where the subject's ethnicity and culture 
is key in the study (Marshall & Rossman, 1989). Qualitative 
ethnographic methods are characterized by a purely 
descriptive mechanism: there is minimal interpretation and 
conceptualization by the researcher. In addition, one of 
the most important goals of the research in ethnographic 
interviewing is to direct the interview in such a way as to 
extract cultural information (Marshall & Rossman, 1989). 
Such techniques seemed well suited for my own feminist 
research on women's studies in Latin America. 
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The study presented in this dissertation relies on 
ethnographic interviews as the primary method of data 
collection. My study is primarily descriptive in nature. I 
do not propose a definite problem statement or precise 
hypothesis. The purpose of using this method of research is 
to allow the voices of women, rarely heard in academe, to 
speak for themselves. In conducting this study, I selected 
two women students from three Latin American universities 
where women's studies programs are offered. The three 
programs represent three different geographic locations 
within Latin America: north, central and south. 
Data gathering techniques included informal interviews 
with women's studies administrators, faculty and staff from 
the three universities selected as part of this study and 
from the following additional Programs: El Colegio 
Universitario de Cayey de La Universidad Puerto Rico, El 
Instituto Tecnologico de Santo Domingo (the Dominican 
Republic), and La Unversidad de Costa Rica. In addition, 
field notes were recorded through observation from my 
participation in various national and international 
conferences (i.e., the IV and V 'Encuentro', the Pro-Mujer 
conference on 'La Red', the Conference on Women's Studies 
Programs in Latin America sponsored by La Universidad de 
Buenos Aires, and the XV International Latin American 
Studies Association Conference, 1991). 
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Preparation for the Study 
During the 1980s I became interested in the topic of 
women and feminism in Latin America. While I found a lack 
of information in the United States, I was fortunate to find 
a growing source of information in the Latin American and 
Caribbean Feminist Conferences ('Encuentros') that emerged 
in the 1980s. A unique and significant base and catalyst 
for feminist organizing in Latin America has been local, 
national and regional 'Encuentros'- women's conferences. At 
these annual gatherings, have women come together to share 
concerns and analyze women's condition in Latin America. In 
1983, I attended my first 'Encuentro', the second Latin 
American and Caribbean Feminist 'Encuentro' held in Peru. I 
attended the conference to learn more about the personal and 
political experiences of women and feminism in Latin 
America. I attend all of the subsequent 'Encuentros', 
visiting Brazil in 1985, Mexico in 1987 and Argentina in 
1990. In 1987, I also attended the First Latin American and 
Caribbean Lesbian Feminist Encuentro held in Mexico and in 
1989, I attended the second Lesbian Encuentro held in Costa 
Rica. 
In 1987, while attending the fourth Encuentro in 
Mexico, I encountered a growing interest in the topic of 
women's studies programs in Latin America. My interest led 
me to visit various women's studies programs in Costa Rica, 
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(1988), Mexico (1989), Puerto Rico (1989) and Argentina 
(1990). In 1989, I attended a conference sponsored by Pro- 
Mu jer (Universidad de Puerto Rico) on women's studies 
programs in Latin America. In 1990, I attended the fifth 
'Encuentro', held in Argentina, and a conference on women's 
studies programs sponsored by the women's studies program at 
La Universidad de Buenos Aires. The 1990 'Encuentro' for 
the first time provided a framework for women to network 
around the creation of women's studies programs (V Encuentro 
Feminist, 1990; La Red, 1989; Universidad de Buenos Aires, 
Conference on Women's Studies Programs in Latin America, 
1990). In addition, I have recently attended a number of 
international conferences on Latin American issues where the 
topic of women's studies in Latin America reached major 
visibility.1 Both the visits and my participation in these 
conferences have helped me become more knowledgeable about 
this subject. These also enabled me to make valuable 
contacts. 
Entry Strategies 
By 1988, I had decided to focus my research on women's 
studies in Latin America and I began the task of making 
contacts with the many women scholars from women's studies 
programs that I had met during previous years. In 1988, I 
began to make additional and more specific contacts with 
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individuals involved in women's studies programs in Latin 
America and to inquire about visiting three programs, which 
I did so between 1988 and 1990. Prior to the visits, 
contact with the women's studies program director was made 
by phone, with confirmations by letters. The letter offered 
the purpose and nature of my visit and asked for support in 
locating participants for the study. In my opinion, my 
credentials as an assistant professor at the University of 
Connecticut, School of Social Work and my participation in 
the 'Encuentros' and international conferences facilitated 
my entrance into the programs. 
While visiting these institutions I met with women 
students, faculty and staff, and attended classes, forums 
and seminars in the women's studies programs. The selection 
of the sites was based on my research on existent women's 
studies programs in Latin America. I wanted to visit what I 
considered to be stable and well known Programs. 
The Three Latin American Women's Studies Programs: 
General Overview 
I have selected three Latin American women's studies 
programs to investigate in this study. These are: Programa 
Interdisciplinario Estudios de la Mujer (PIEM) 
(Interdisciplinary Women's Studies Program) of El Colegio de 
Mexico, Programa Interdisciplinario Estudios de la Mujer 
(PIEM) of La Universidad Autonoma de Costa Rica, and 
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Carreras de Posgrado Interdisciplinaria de Especializacion 
de Estudios de la Mujer (CIEM) (Graduate Interdisciplinary 
Specialization Career in Women's Studies) of La Universidad 
de Buenos Aires. 
El Programa Interdisciplinario de Estudios de la Muier 
of El Colegio de Mexico (PIEM). El Programa 
Interdisciplinario de Estudios de la Mujer of El Colegio de 
Mexico (PIEM) was founded in March of 1983, under the 
coordination of Elena Urrutia. PIEM has, among its 
objectives, the collection, systematization and 
dissemination (publishing) of research on Mexican women. 
The Colegio de Mexico is a public teaching and research 
institute in the social sciences, with centers (departments) 
for economics, demography, literature and linguistics, 
sociology, history, international relations, Asian and 
African studies and women's studies. El Colegio de Mexico 
only offers graduate level degrees at the masters and 
doctorate level. The only undergraduate level degrees 
offered are law and 
business administration. 
The Programa Interdisciplinario de Estudios de la Mujer 
is a center or department within El Colegio de Mexico. PIEM 
was born at a seminar on women's studies programs which was 
held in February of 1983 in Oaxtepec, Mexico. The seminar 
stressed the importance of women's content education in 
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producing research, and writings (publishing) on women in 
Mexico. In an interview with Elena Urrutia, she indicated 
that the impetus of the United Nations Decade of Women also 
contributed to the development of women's studies in Mexico. 
The creation of research projects on women at both state and 
non-governmental, primarily academic levels helped to fuel 
the creation of such programs. When the program started 
there were very little resources and the faculty women and 
staff did not have a background in women's studies. For 
Urrutia, the most important aspect in the creation of a 
women's studies program at El Colegio de Mexico was to be 
aware of the types of resources, needs and experiences that 
were 'native' to Mexican women. The faculty women of PIEM 
began by developing a center of documentation (a small 
library) and to develop a series of seminars where feminist 
researchers could participate in the discussion of their 
work. These seminars enabled the faculty of PIEM to 
structure and format the curriculum. 
Today, PIEM receives funding from the federal 
government through La Secretaria de Educacion Publica (the 
Secretariat of Public Education) and from la Secretaria de 
Programacion y Presupuesto (Secretariat of Financing and 
Programming). PIEM also receives funds from the Ford 
Foundation. PIEM has a staff of fifteen women. These are: 
the director, five researchers, four secretaries and the 
rest are either faculty or research assistants. PIEM also 
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receives academic support from faculty in other departments, 
many of whom are members of the advisory board. 
A main component of PIEM is the financial support that 
it receives for student stipends from the Ford Foundation. 
These stipends cover personal living expenses and help to 
pay research costs. PIEM offers two types of fellowships in 
women's studies: 1) one is geared towards researchers in 
academia or in government institution, and 2) a second is 
geared towards students enrolled in a masters or doctorate 
degree program. The program holds yearly, national 
competitions where candidates are expected to submit a 
research proposal with women as the subject for inquiry and 
on the topic area selected by PIEM. Candidate's proposals 
are reviewed and twenty-eight students are selected by 
PIEM'S Advisory Board to enter the program. Those selected 
are primarily women enrolled in a masters or doctorate 
program in Mexican universities who wish to take advantage 
of the academic, technical and financial support, as well as 
the expertise in women's content education, that PIEM 
offers. 
Once in the program, the students are required to take 
a series of courses and seminars (workshops) on gender and 
feminism. The requirements for fulfilling the program 
include the completion of a research project and the 
submission of a research thesis. The faculty works 
individually with each student to ensure that they meet the 
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program's requirement. Once the student's research studies 
are completed PIEM chooses eight or ten for publication. 
While PIEM does not offer an academic degree, the faculty of 
PIEM works with universities such as La Universidad Nacional 
Autonoma de Mexico and La Universidad Autonoma de Mexico to 
certify the course and dissertation credit hours taken by 
the student at El Colegio de Mexico. 
PIEM courses, often refereed to as 'talleres' (seminars 
or workshops), began in 1984 with the creation of a 'taller' 
in which the faculty and the students worked collectively on 
a series of research projects on women. 
The seminar 'Taller de Investigacion sobre la Mujer' 
(Seminar of Research on Women) culminated in a book, 
Trabaio, Poder v Sexualidad (Work, Power and Sexuality), 
published by El Colegio de Mexico. The result of another 
seminar, 'La mujer en la historia de Mexico' (Women in the 
history of Mexico) was also published in a book. Most 
recently, the seminar topic was 'Mujer y narrativa 
literaria' (women and literature). 
Students enrolled in the women's studies program 
receive supportive services and the faculty also encourage 
students to take an active role in local and international 
professional meetings that address the Mexican women's 
experience. PIEM has one of the most complete and 
sophisticated systems of documentation library on women in 
Latin America. It has a vast number of publications on 
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feminism and women's issues from Latin America and other 
parts of the world. The library is staffed by three people 
and most of its index of publications has been computerized. 
The library can be used by anyone, including the public, 
free of charge. 
According to Elena Urrutia, PIEM has received major 
support from the administration of El Colegio Mexico. I was 
able to confirm this while visiting El Colegio de Mexico. 
During the three weeks that I was there, I had the 
opportunity to informally talk with individuals from other 
departments, particularly men. I was impressed with how 
well these individuals knew the programs and the pride with 
which they spoke about the contributions of such a program 
to higher education and scholarship. 
El Programa Interdisciplinario de Estudios de la Mujer 
(PIEM) at La Universidad Autonoma de Costa Rica. PIEM was 
founded in 1987. According to Cora Fiero, the founding 
mother of the program and also the Dean of the School of 
Philosophy, the primary mission of the Universidad Autonoma 
de Costa Rica has historically been to serve the educational 
needs of working class and marginalized populations. Guided 
by this commitment, the university began an extension 
program in the 1980s to recruit students interested in 
improving the delivery of services to disempowered groups. 
While the University's emphasis was on peasants and the 
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urban poor, many academicians began to understand the need 
to study the reality of oppression of women as a group 
separate from men. PIEM grew out this understanding. 
A group of feminist faculty discussed the need for 
creating women's content education and began working 
together by researching the influence of the Catholic Church 
on women. This project brought the faculty women into 
contact with a number of professionals working in the area 
of women's issues. They found that many of those involved 
in the delivery of human services to women felt isolated 
because of a lack of contact with others doing similar work. 
Cora Fiero and a group of volunteers (faculty and women 
staff) began to develop a women's content curriculum through 
the university's advanced studies graduate program. The 
primary goal of the women's studies program was to train 
human service providers in the delivery of human services to 
women, particularly marginalized women. After the courses 
were in place, they were also offered to students in various 
departments, including undergraduate students. Women's 
content also was integrated into the university's research 
programs, particularly faculty research. 
One of the most important features of PIEM, and also 
what made it possible to fund the program, was the use of 
Fullbright Fellowships sponsored through the United States 
Embassy in Costa Rica. The fellowships paid feminist 
visiting professors from the United States, who in turn 
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trained the Latina women faculty about women's content 
education. 
According to Cora Fiero, the program was an immediate 
success. Each course had an enrollment of often up to forty 
students and a waiting list had to be developed. Those 
taking the courses came from different professional 
backgrounds, primarily social services, psychology, higher 
education and research. In an interview. Dean Cora Fiero 
stated: 
We are interested in training students that are 
working with marginalized women. The students 
themselves have been the ones to guide us on the 
type of content we need to add and on the 
direction of the program. The program does not 
follow a specific feminist orientation (ie. 
marxist, radical, liberal, etc.). It tries to be 
more generic. 
Today, PIEM is involved with courses on women, research 
on women and offers graduate extension credits. While it is 
a small program with only two or three women faculty, often 
released from other departments, it is well integrated and 
visible in the University. While PIEM has been interested 
in learning ways to infuse content on women throughout the 
institution, it has concentrated its energy primarily in 
strengthening the women's studies program. Two important 
task has been: 1. training women professors from the 
institution to teach women's content education, and 2. the 
creation of a women's research and documentation center. 
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Because of a lack or funds and material, these tasks have 
been difficult. When I visited the program, it was well on 
its way in terms of training local (native) faculty women to 
teach women's studies courses. With regards to the 
documentation center, I personally visited the center and 
was both impressed and saddened to see how they valued their 
small library space even with a very limited number of 
articles and books. Many times the faculty have taken on 
the arduous task of translating into Spanish articles and 
books written in English by Western feminists. 
I met with various staff people from el PIEM and asked 
them what they felt had contributed to the program's 
success. In every case the response was similar: first, 
Cora Fiero's charismatic personality, professional 
competency and excellent reputation in the academic and non- 
academic community; second, the work of one of the Fulbright 
instructors, Sara Sharratt and third, the historical moment 
in Costa Rica. Feminism is being discussed and addressed 
throughout the country. The program taps into what is 
perceived as a salient national issue. 
Carrera de Posgrado Interdisciolinaria de 
Especializacion de Estudios de la Muier (CIEM) of La 
Universidad de Buenos Aires. In 1979, el Centro de Estudios 
de la Mujer (CEM) (the Center for Women's Studies) a group 
of women, most of whom were psychologists, founded CEM. The 
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Center's objectives were: 1. to develop community education 
both in non-academic and academic setting to increase the 
visibility of issues of women's oppression, 2. to increase 
research and documentation on women in Argentina, 3. to 
generate action-oriented strategies and advocacy for non¬ 
university women). While the Center was a small project and 
not primarily rooted in academics, it provided one of the 
first vehicles for challenging traditional higher education 
with the need for more systemic women's content education. 
In 1984, La Universidad de Buenos Aires (UBA) began a 
small program to offer women's content education seminars at 
the graduate level. The program's goal was to create an 
academic space to discuss women's content education. The 
seminars were offered through the Department of Psychology 
under the direction of Gloria Bonder. According to Bonder, 
the establishment of a women's studies program was often a 
frightening business because of the repression experienced 
by feminists in Argentina, particularly during the period of 
the military dictatorship. 
Between 1985-1986, the faculty of the Department of 
Psychology of la UBA, in conjunction with UNESCO offered a 
Regional Seminar on Women's Studies in Higher Education. 
The seminar was intended to train women faculty, primarily 
from UBA, to teach women's content education. In 1987, the 
UBA Department of Psychology opened its doors to those 
interested in completing a graduate specialization in 
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women's studies and, in 1988, the faculty of the Department 
of Psychology initiated a graduate degree in women's 
studies. 
According to Gloria Bonder, in 1988, the first group of 
200 applications was received. Forty (40) students were 
selected. Criteria for selection was based on having a 
bachelors degree, years of professional experience (most of 
the women had at least 10 years of work experience) and 
demonstrated commitment to working with women. Another 
criteria used to select candidates was to create a balance 
among disciplines: psychology, sociology, medicine, 
architecture, communications, and political sciences. 
Once in the program, the students were expected to 
demonstrate competency in their course work, complete a 
field practicum and participate in a research project 
leading to the completion of a thesis. The program was 
designed to encompass two and a half years of study, had an 
interdisciplinary approach and a generic feminist 
perspective. The curriculum consisted of five areas of 
study: 1. women's studies programs, 2. women and education, 
3. women and health, 4. the family, 5. women and work. The 
program also offered an integrating seminar where students' 
field practice and research thesis were discussed. This 
first group of forty women graduated from the program in 
1990. 
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ClEM has a staff of seven faculty women from different 
academic backgrounds. Four are from psychology, two are 
from sociology and one is from philosophy and methodology. 
Moreover, CIEM is linked through a consortium with feminist 
faculty at universities in Italy, Spain, the United States, 
and Latin America. These faculty (women and men) are 
involved in collaborative work as guest speakers, and in 
research. In 1990, CIEM began the coordination of a new 
women's studies program in the UBA branch in Rio Negro. 
This program is coordinated by the department of social 
sciences and law. 
In the area of research CIEM has been involved with a 
special project, "Gender and Education". This project was 
funded by the Ford Foundation and has as its main goal to 
produce research and publications on women. Researchers 
from Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Paraguay, Peru and Uruguay 
form part of this project. 
According to Bonder, one of the main problems faced by 
CIEM is a lack of financial support as well as 
administrative staff to carry out many of the various 
components of the program. While the faculty women in the 
program have tried to play different roles in the 
organization, it is becoming harder to carry an academic 
work load while also running the programs. In a proposal 
written by the faculty of CIEM, they suggest a meeting 
between the directors of the different graduate program, the 
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secretary of the Graduate Unit and the administrative staff 
of the Department of Psychology to consider how to continue 
offering quality education to students in the women's 
studies program with the support of other university 
programs. Another area of concern for the faculty in CIEM 
in the need for the University to develop a space in the 
library and provide financial support for books and 
professional journals on women's issues. 
CIEM is in the process of discussing with 
administrative officials ways to institutionalize the 
women's studies program. Two proposals are suggested: 1. to 
integrate women's content education into other disciplines 
and through out the university and, 2. to constitute the 
women's studies graduate program as a Masters in Women 
Studies degree. 
Selection of Participants 
I selected the participants for this study from a 
suggested list of six women students in women's studies 
programs provided to me by each of the program directors. 
The program directors were asked to provide me with the 
names of women who were native to the country and enrolled 
in the women's studies program for at least one year. 
Each director provided me a list containing the names 
of six students and their phone numbers. No additional 
163 
information, such as age, class and race, was included. I 
blindly selected the names of two students from a pool of 
six names in an envelope. After the selection, I contacted 
the participants by phone and briefly informed them about 
the study. Once the student agreed to be interviewed, the 
time and place for the interview were selected. The 
interviews were held at a time and place mutually agreed 
upon, usually during the daytime at the university. 
Each participant was interviewed for an hour to an hour 
and a half, and the interview was audio recorded. My goal 
was to conduct an open-ended interview in a conversational 
style. The interview focused on two questions which I 
presented at the beginning of the interview. The first 
asked the interviewee to review and discuss past personal 
experiences (as a girl/woman) with traditional formal 
education, and the second asked the interviewee to reflect 
on the present and discuss what meaning women's content 
education has had on the choices she has made in her life 
(ie. career plans, family life, involvement in social 
movements, etc.). My experience with the women interviewed 
was exceptional. All of the six women interviewed were 
extremely cooperative and very openly discussed personal and 
intimate details of their life experiences. 
Informal interviews with the program directors and 
other members of their staff also took place and were 
recorded. I also had informal meetings with various key 
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people, leaders in the Latin American women's studies 
movement. These meetings have been very important in 
gaining access to information when virtually no formal 
documentation exists. 
Role of the Researcher 
My role as the researcher in this study has presented 
an enormous challenge to me. The process of gaining 
knowledge about women's content education in Latin America 
has often felt like walking through a labyrinth of 
excitement and fear. My first surprise was facing my own 
misconceptions, specifically that because of my experience 
with feminism in both the United States and Puerto Rico I 
was already well informed on the topic of my research. I 
quickly discovered how much I had to learn. 
A deeper, more complex challenge has been my personal 
struggle to be separate and identify with the ethnicity, 
feminist ideologies and women's content educational 
experiences of the participants. For example, I often 
noticed my own values of internalized ethnocentrism 
surfacing while at the same time experiencing what Marshall 
and Rossman (1989), label as "inverted ethnocentrism" or 
"going native" (p. 92). According to Marshall and Rossman 
"going native" is when the researcher personally identifies 
with the studied value system without maintaining her 
165 
objectivity (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 92). This 
struggle was, however, valuable. It forced me to listen and 
observe with both a level of personal identification and 
analytic distance from my subject. 
A third limitation had to do with setting boundaries 
and safeness. According to Ribbens (1989), in research 
where the relationship seeks to be equalitarian, it is often 
difficult for the researcher to maintain boundaries. 
Ethnographic interviews, such as those analyzed in this 
dissertation, are based on intimate, personal and often 
painful information about people's daily experiences. It is 
often a significant challenge for the researcher to remain 
empathetic and caring while refraining from engaging in 
counseling with the interviewee. In my interviewer role, I 
often worried that because of my background in social work 
the interviewee could see me as a therapist. This made me 
cautious of the dynamics between the participant and myself, 
and extremely careful to be supportive while maintaining 
boundaries. 
Language and Culture 
Since all of the interviews were conducted in Spanish 
speaking countries, the language employed for the interviews 
was Spanish. The interviews were taped on an audio tape 
recorder. After the tapes were transcribed, they were 
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translated into English. I am aware that translation always 
creates the possibility of losing the essence or meaning of 
an interview, and I have made every attempt to present the 
data as close to the original Spanish version as possible. 
Ethnographic interviews are characterized by a 
descriptive encounter with the native's language and 
communication pattern (Marshall & Rossman, 1989). My skills 
as a native speaker of Spanish and my knowledge of the Latin 
American culture have helped me collect information. The 
skills will also enable me to interpret the cultural 
symbols, relationships and mannerism that form part of the 
meanings that the participants gave to their words. 
Analysis of the Data 
In presenting the data, first I display the interviews 
in their original (translated) form with a general narrative 
introducing the topics selected. The interviews are 
presented in the following chapter. The topic areas 
selected are: 1) The School Years; 2) The University Years; 
3) Women's Content Education: The Informal System; and 4) 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System. The first 
topic, "The School Years", presents salient aspects of the 
women's first twelve years and their experiences with 
traditional-sexist education. "The University Years" covers 
information on the period of their undergraduate studies. 
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"Women's Content Education: The Informal System" presents 
content on informal education leading to an understanding of 
gender oppression and feminism. The last topic area, 
"Women's Content Education: The Formal System", focuses on 
the women's experience with the women's studies program and 
the impact of these programs on the women as students and 
professionals. 
Following the presentation of each women's interview, I 
offer a comparative description and discussion highlighting 
similarities and differences between the women. While many 
of the interview areas overlap, the categories that I 
selected guided me in the analysis process. I used the 
following questions to analyze the data: 
* How do Latin American women perceive the 
relationship between their educational experiences 
prior to entering women's studies programs and 
their subsequent development as feminists? 
* What has motivated Latin American women to 
participate in women's studies programs? 
* What are the processes, purposes and structures 
of women's studies programs encountered by the 
students? 
* In what ways have women's studies programs 
impacted the lives of women students in Latin 
America? 
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In the conclusion chapter, I link salient aspects of 
the literature reviewed in this dissertation to the 
findings. These findings provide documentation on the 
significance of women's content education in Latin American 
and raise issues and guestion that may be helpful in policy 
formulation for creating gender equality in institutions of 
higher education. 
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Works to Chapter IV 
1. The recent publication on Latin American women's studies 
programs, Perspectives and Resources: Integrating Latin American 
and Caribbean Women into the Curriculum and Research, edited by 
Acosta-Belen and Bose (1991) speaks to the international visibility 
of women's studies programs in Latin America and to their 
contribution to higher education. 
Chapter V 
FROM OUR OWN VOICES: WOMEN'S CONTENT EDUCATION 
It has been my goal to create an opportunity for Latin 
American women's studies students to tell their stories in 
their own voices. In the following interviews six women 
reveal aspects of their life experiences, including 
experiences in women's studies programs. The women were 
born in three different regions of Latin America: Mexico 
(northern America), Costa Rica (Central America) and 
Argentina (South America). Each woman was socialized in a 
unique ethnic and cultural background and the groups is for 
the most part, diverse in class background. 
In terms of similarities the six women interviewed are 
close in age, ranging from late-30s to mid-40s. This 
provides an opportunity to offer insight in terms of the 
generation and historical period in which they all grew up, 
between the 1950s and 1990s. In spite of differences in 
their participation in religion, all of the women were 
brought up with a strong Roman Catholic religious influence 
and most of them attended parochial schools. 
The racial composition of the women varied. Josefina 
(Mexico) is a descendant of Indians, while Lucelenia 
(Argentina), and Flor (Costa Rica) were mestiza (Spanish and 
Indian mix). The other women - Giolgina (Mexico), Aileen 
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(Costa Rica) and Margarita (Argentina) were white with a 
strong European racial heritage. 
Family and class background of the women interviewed 
also varied. From Mexico, Josefina was the oldest daughter 
in a family of six children. She did not grow up with her 
father because he was a migrant worker and was away most of 
the time. She came from a poor and rural setting. 
Giolgina's background was working class, urban. She was the 
oldest in a family of three girls and grew up among a large 
extended family. From Costa Rica, Aileen grew up in a rural 
working class family. She is the third daughter in a family 
of eight children with a large, extended family of mostly 
men. She grew up in the rural area but her immediate family 
migrated to the city. Flor's family was also working class, 
but from an urban area. She grew up with an older sister 
and brother in a female headed household composed of her 
mother, grandmother the neighborhood women, who were part of 
her extended family. From Argentina, Margarita grew up in a 
city, middle class family. She was the only girl in a 
family of three children. Lucelenia is the eldest of two 
girls. She came from a rural, poor family. Prior to moving 
to the city, she had a large extended family. After she 
moved, she lived among other girls, the nuns and her sister 
in a boarding school. 
In terms of sexual and emotional orientation all of the 
women identified as heterosexual. At the time they were 
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interviewed Josefina and Aileen, were married. Giolgina was 
divorced, Flor was single, Margarita was a widow and was 
living with a significant other in a long term, committed 
relationship, while Lucelenia had never married and had just 
ended a long term relationship. Those who had married did 
so while in their 20s. They married while in college or 
immediately after graduating from a bachelors degree. All 
of the women were physically abled. 
The educational experiences of the women varied in 
terms of the type of schools they attended and the careers 
they chose. Josefina attended public schools in rural 
Mexico. As the eldest and because of her father's absence, 
she was expected to expected to complete a short, technical 
career and take responsibility for the support of her 
family. Josefina was, however, determined to complete a 
college degree and enrolled in a public university where she 
completed a Bachelors degree in Anthropology. At the time 
of the interview, Josefina was completing a doctorate degree 
in economics and was a fellow in the Colegio de Mexico 
women's studies program. She is currently a professor of 
economics. Josefina has also been involved with research 
and curriculum development on women's content education. 
Giolgina attended parochial school in Mexico City until 
she completed high school. She entered a private Jesuit 
College where she completed a bachelors degree in education 
and is currently in a doctoral program and a fellow at the 
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Colegio de Mexico's PIEM. She has worked as an educator 
for 15 years and has also been a labor organizer. At the 
time of the interview she was on sabbatical to complete her 
doctorate program. 
Aileen attended public schools in San Jose, the capital 
region of Costa Rica. She attended a public university 
where she completed a BA in psychology. In the United 
States she completed a masters degree in educational with a 
concentration in education psychology. At the present, she 
holds an administrative position at a public university and 
is also a professor. She has a small private practice as a 
psychotherapist. 
Flor was educated in the public school system in the 
capital region of Costa Rica. She completed a bachelors 
degree in sociology at a public university and is currently 
taking graduates courses in women's studies at the 
Universidad Autonoma de Costa Rica. She is a researcher at 
the university and an adjunct faculty. 
Margarita studied in a parochial school until 
completing high school. She entered a public university and 
completed a bachelors degree in architecture. At the time 
she was interviewed Margarita was completing a women's 
studies graduate degree at the Universidad de Buenos Aires. 
She was employed as an administrator with a government 
housing agency. She is also involved in legislative lobbing 
and is a community activist. 
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Lucelenia also attended parochial school, but hers was 
a private boarding school in Buenos Aires. When she entered 
college she entered a public university and transferred to a 
private Jesuit university. She began her studies in 
medicine and later changed to psychology. She attended a 
graduate research certification program before leaving to 
enter the women's studies graduate program of the 
Universidad de Buenos Aires. At the time of the interview, 
Lucelenia was in the process of graduating from the women's 
studies program. Lucelenia is a psychologist and head 
supervisor at a public mental health institution. She is an 
adjunct faculty and has a small private practice. Lucelenia 
does volunteer work for a supportive services, grass roots 
women's agency. 
Mexico - Josefina 
"I think that I have been very fortunate. As I look back 
now, I think of all of the opportunities that I have had... 
that have aided me in doing something meaningful with my 
life. I see the women that I grew up with in my village... 
how they've had to struggle so hard... illiterate and poor. 
Each day they face a new struggle for survival. Each day I 
think of new ways for changing their reality”. 
The School Years 
Josefina is the oldest daughter in a family of six 
children. Her life as a child was characterized by a 
patriarchal, agrarian upbringing. Her father was a migrant 
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worker who was often absent from the home, and her mother, 
who had her last child at the age of 41, was responsible for 
the family's subsistence. 
When I was growing up, I lived the many problems 
of my mother. My father was never around and my 
mother had all of the family's responsibilities on 
her shoulders. The fact that I was the oldest 
also had something to do with how I feel as a 
woman. Because, in our culture, the father 
expects the first child to be a boy. When you 
know that your father expected you to be a boy, 
this somehow creates feelings of rebelliousness in 
you. 
Because I was the oldest my family expected me to 
take care of the rest of the family. Ever since I 
was young, I loved school. I wanted to study all 
the time, but my family put so many demands on me. 
My parents expected me to study a short and 
practical career... but I did not let this 
imposition control my life and since I was 
stubborn, I continued to study. I have always 
been attracted to those who challenge me with my 
studies. My teachers helped me to be the best I 
could be and that is how, on top of all of my 
family responsibilities, I completed my schooling. 
I don't remember well what the curriculum was 
like. I was so happy just to be able to go to 
school and not worry about my family that I just 
sort of blanked-out the things that made it hard 
for me as a girl to succeed. 
The University Years 
Josefina entered a public university and studied 
anthropology. At the university she also worked as a 
researcher. Josefina indicates that during her 
undergraduate years she had some exposure to women's content 
education. One of her professors taught her how to do 
research with women as subjects. This gave Josefina the 
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opportunity to do her undergraduate thesis on the 
'maquiladoras' (garment industry workers). In most Mexican 
towns, women compose more than eighty-five percent of the 
workers in the garment factories. 
Two years after Josefina completed her undergraduate degree, 
she met a man who was very supportive of her academically 
and married him. 
You know... my husband has been my pillar. Most 
of the men that I know believe that once you marry 
them, you have to stop studying and stay home to 
take care of them and the kids. I have been very 
fortunate. My husband is not like this... I don't 
have those kinds of problems with my partner. For 
example, when I started to plan to go on studying, 
he asked me what I wanted to do. He helped me 
think through my different options, but left the 
decision up to me. He knows that I am interested 
in women's issues and he respects that. 
Women's Content Education; The Informal System 
After completing her bachelor's degree in anthropology, 
Josefina entered a doctorate program in economics. Her area 
of interest is economic and social disparity, with a 
particular focus on women's living conditions. Because her 
doctorate program didn't include women's content, she began 
a search for alternative ways of learning about research 
with women that led her to the IV Encuentro held in Mexico. 
My main research interest is women. That was how 
I ended up at the Latin American and Caribbean 
Feminist Encuentro in Mexico. I remember how 
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excited I was when I got there. All of these 
women, from so many countries. But I felt awful. 
I felt intimidated by the feminists there... I 
felt so little in front of all of those women ... 
listening to so many things that they could talk 
about... I felt lonely... like there was not much 
that I could contribute to this movement. I felt 
this sadness inside. Then I went back home. 
I went back to my small rural town where every day 
I could see the peasant families... the women and 
their children... so poor, so exploited... so 
abused. All they had was their family, their 
poverty and their dignity. No education, no 
employment... no way out. 
I stopped my feelings of self pity and got back to 
work. At the university I once again began my 
struggle to incorporate women's content into what 
I was teaching. 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System 
While studying for her doctorate, Josefina heard about 
the women's studies program of El Colegio de Mexico and 
applied for a fellowship. She entered the program even 
though it was hundreds of miles from her home. She 
maintained her interest in rural women living in 
marginalized communities and based her doctoral research on 
this topic. 
The topic that I chose for my doctoral thesis was 
rural women in marginalized communities. For me, 
this topic had personal meaning as someone who 
grew up in a poor community and who is committed 
to that population. It is also a topic that has 
helped my own development as a feminist and as an 
economist. The research that I did helped me to 
understand how important it is to do research 
which studies women's reality in our society. I 
have great hopes for women. Just being able to 
bring to light information about women's reality 
is big. It doesn't just stay at the theoretical 
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level or at the level of denouncing women's 
oppression... it goes beyond... at the scientific 
level, creating knowledge- All of this gives me 
hope. 
The impact of this education on Josefina was threefold. 
It has helped her re-examine her mother's strength, given 
her the personal and professional strength to work with a 
group of very difficult men in her department at the 
university, and affected her relationship with her husband. 
My mother is just incredible. On top of all that 
she has gone through, at the age of 55 she went 
back to school. At 65, she is still working. For 
me, her example has meant an important framework; 
she is my role model. She taught me that, 
regardless of any obstacle you face with men, as a 
woman you are capable of remaining independent and 
taking control of your life. 
I have received great support from the women in 
the El Colegio de Mexico Women's Studies Program. 
The collaborative support that I found among the 
research staff and the faculty has been priceless. 
It is to them I owe my good research skills and my 
feminist development. Studying women's issues has 
helped me to put into perspective many loose 
ideas, thoughts and theories that I had about the 
situation of women. Professionally, it has been 
wonderful... it's like naming something that was 
diffuse. I can now mold knowledge in ways that 
make sense. I don't feel as isolated and 
ghettoized as I used to feel. 
You know? I have serious problems with some 
economists. One of my problems is with what I 
call desk researchers. They work from their 
academic desks, from their offices in the 
university... imagine! There they formulate 
theories without ever going directly to observe 
the real situations of people, victims of economic 
disparity. I understand that people have their 
own reasons for not getting involved, but still... 
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The other problem is a lack of support. Being a 
feminist in a department were there are mostly 
men, and where feminism is not very acceptable, is 
very difficult. I am often harassed... all of 
that wasted energy. It's not easy when you have 
to do it all and then instead of support you get 
barriers. There are some women faculty in other 
departments with whom I can talk. Many of these 
women are doing incredible work. They are now 
involved with research in women's education, 
women's work and in anthropology. I have been 
trying to develop an economics course which 
examines the socio-economic reality of women. 
It's been an up-hill battle and I don't have other 
women professors to support me. Being a feminist 
in this department has been a difficult and lonely 
process, but now, because I wrote a grant which 
will mean more funds for the program, I am all of 
a sudden getting a little more freedom to do my 
thing. Maybe, now, some of those who oppose what 
I am doing might change their attitude. 
Another area which has been of importance in my 
transformation is my relationship with my husband. 
One cannot expect to go through a women's studies 
program without it having an impact on your 
relationship. There are new processes of growth 
and also problems that surface with this new 
awareness. Once you gain this new knowledge, it 
is difficult for you to accept anyone as your 
partner. All of this content on the subordination 
of women and the domination of men makes you take 
a serious look at the way you've lived your 
life... and how to be able to develop yourself. 
Many times you have to make difficult decisions. 
It often comes down to choosing between what you 
need to do for yourself or your relationship. For 
example, in my case, I often find myself 
negotiating and always end up choosing my personal 
needs over love. This has at times created 
conflict... and what makes it worse is that we 
don't have any models to follow... models that can 
direct us in this or that direction. You go on in 
life, improvising and practicing, making mistakes. 
And you ask yourself, "Am I truly right or not?" 
But after all, you build strength from somewhere 
and you continue your journey. You continue and 
could be surprised because in that journey you 
often find new partners more valuable than those 
that you left behind. In that sense, there is an 
advantage and an disadvantage. For me and my 
husband, it has been a difficult but rewarding 
180 
experiences. As long as he is able to grow with 
me, we can grow together. 
I think that I have been very fortunate. As I 
look back now, I think of all of the opportunities 
that I have had... that have aided me in doing 
something meaningful with my life. I see the 
women that I grew up with in my village, how 
they've had to struggle so hard... illiterate and 
poor. Each day they face a new struggle for 
survival. Each day I think of new ways to change 
their reality. Being employed in economics, a 
traditionally male career, gives me great pride. 
It is all part of my search for feminism... having 
a tool for being the woman I want to be. 
Mexico - Giolgina 
"When we were young, my husband... the feminist... right!... 
and I used to believe that we would change the world. That 
we would build a world of equality where rich and poor, men 
and women were to be equal. But my domestic reality 
presented me with a different picture. My husband expected 
me to do it all and also be good at it... a good cook, a 
good housewife, a good mother..." 
The School Years 
As the oldest of three girls, Giolgina remembers her 
childhood as woman-identified. She didn't have any brothers 
and she remembers her father and the two male cousins who 
were part of her extended family as docile and gentle. 
My father was not into being powerful or into a 
career. He was a simple man who was an orphan as 
a child. Probably because he grew up without a 
family and didn't receive affection... that is why 
he is always giving affection. His main purpose 
in life was to have a family and to give them lots 
of love. He was not preoccupied with wealth, 
prestige, politics or becoming a professional. On 
the contrary, he was very domestic... didn't mind 
washing his own underwear or cleaning the house or 
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taking us to school... you know... the kinds of 
things that are associated with women's roles. 
The only area which was difficult for me was his 
relationship with my mother. It was something! A 
contradiction for me. My father was extremely 
possessive of my mother... very jealous. He never 
let her work outside of the home and always 
controlled who she could have as friends. 
It is all a big contradiction because I come from 
a family of strong women. I have lived most of my 
life among girls and women... my sisters, my 
girlfriends, my mother, my aunts, my grandmothers 
and my cousins... and the nuns. All of the women 
in my mother's side of the family have all been 
very strong women. Both my great grandmother and 
my grandmother became widows at a young age. All 
of the men kept dying. The only ones left were 
the women. My great grandmother, for example, 
left Spain to migrate to Mexico and was widowed 
when she was 33 or 34 years old. She was a 
peasant who worked very hard to raise her family 
by herself. She overcame many difficult obstacles 
in life without any support from a husband or a 
brother. She, along with other women in my 
family, did not see the need for a man in their 
lives. They are a little strange... very 
strong... they stand up straight... visible. 
There were also mostly girls in my family. That 
is probably why my only two male cousins were not 
aggressive. We had all sorts of games, even 'play 
house'. There were some aggressive games, but the 
girls were often the first to initiate these 
games. Then, when I reached the age of 9 or 10, 
my cousins began to relate to their male friends 
and I saw less of them. But I didn't think much 
about this. All through our childhood I don't 
recall any bad memories... no violence or 
aggressiveness. Things, however, changed when I 
became an adolescent. 
Whereas women in Giolgina's life were strong and 
visible, they were also conservative and traditional in 
their perception of women's role and status. They believed 
that women must remain within the confinements of 
'Marianismo' morality and motherhood. 
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I was the oldest of three girls so I ended up 
being the one fighting to open the path to 
freedom. I had to fight my mother and the women 
in my family over what I studied, who I dated, 
what time I got home... It was your classic home 
of fights, arguments, accusation, 
misunderstandings, offenses, cold wars, you name 
it! This was when I first started to notice 
gender differences in ways that I didn't like. My 
cousin could come and go without putting up a 
fight, but not me. There was clearly a difference 
between us. 
However, I must admit that when I compare myself 
to other girls who grew up in mixed schools or 
with brothers, it was ok. Many of these were a 
minority among lots of boys in their families and 
had to be fighting all of the time to maintain an 
identity. One friend of mine developed masculine 
traits as a result of all the physical and 
psychological struggles that she contended with 
while growing up. This woman also had horrible 
fights with her mother because she only validated 
the brothers and never her. 
Giolgina attended a private Catholic school through 
twelfth grade. 
I went to a nun's school. I guess that my identity 
has something of nuns. There were no men, only 
one priest. The men came later when I was in high 
school, but until then it was pure nuns and 
religion. Today, as I think back and try to 
compare my education with my daughter's, who went 
to an integrated school since she was in 
kindergarten, I think that being in an all girls' 
school helped you have a better sense of identity 
as a woman. You know... there wasn't the 
competition with the male world, I mean because 
everything happens among women while men are on 
the outside world ... as cousins, brothers, 
friends... but not in your space... struggling 
with you in the classroom ... and also, you are 
not invisible. You also develop feelings of 
solidarity and sisterhood with other girls. That 
is not to say that there wasn't any conflict. 
Sure, there were feelings of envy and other 
conflicts. But somehow there was a feeling that 
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everything that had to do with feelings or 
discovering who we were happened between (female) 
friends... you know we talked in a caring and 
gentle way, it felt easy, with less pressure. 
The only repression that I remember then was with 
regards to my social status and some of the stuff 
we learned in religion. But let's say, as 
girlfriends, we could share freely without feeling 
repressed. Well... obviously... we were repressed 
by the nuns... but we could talk freely in the 
bathroom or in the patio. It's interesting, now 
that I come to think about it, when men started to 
show up in our lives, which was as teachers in 
high school, we became aggressive. I remember 
that the girls would harass the male professors. 
They would tease them, whistle at them, and put 
their skirts up to show them their legs, and when 
we were in large numbers outside in the interior 
patio and one of the male professors walked by... 
hundreds of girls would all start to whistle and 
to call him names. I was very shy and didn't 
participate in any of this. But some of the more 
aggressive girls used to give the men a very hard 
time. These girls were incredible! 
The University Years 
Once she completed high school, Giolgina went into a 
private Jesuit university. It was her first experience in a 
co-ed environment and the transition was difficult for her. 
In addition, she confronted a great diversity of new ideas 
in college. Although she began to develop a progressive, 
leftist political analysis, she had no formal system for 
learning about women's issues. 
With the exception of the authority of my parents 
and the nuns, until I went to college my 
relationships with people were based on support 
and caring. Then that changed. Every time I 
began a relationship with a man, I expected to 
feel the same type of connection that I had with 
my sisters or my male cousins... I didn't like the 
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feeling of fear, distrust and uncertainty that I 
felt in what I call aggressive male behavior. By 
this I don't mean the way that some men impose on 
you by using physical force or verbal abuse... you 
know what I mean? I don't mean your most obvious 
and vulgar forms of aggression... What I mean 
is... it is something hard to explain... but it is 
like disinterest, or dislike, it is like a lack of 
emotions and then you also get the, "I come first, 
then you" syndrome. 
There was a part of me that had difficulties being 
intimate with men. I always felt that my own 
emotional and affectionate needs were not being 
met. Now that I am a feminist, I understand that 
this led me to become a giver. I was the type of 
woman who would always be giving to men. I would 
mother them, bake for them, knit sweaters; I am 
aware of small details and try to notice what they 
like so that I can get them presents. I now 
realize that, because of being in an all-girls 
environment, I did not develop certain skills for 
confronting the masculine world. I was too naive. 
While in college, Giolgina met a man and began to live with 
him. She became pregnant but didn't want to get married. 
Her family pressured her to marry and five months later her 
daughter was born. Giolgina found her new role as a wife 
and a mother difficult. It also forced her to neglect her 
studies for a while. 
Women's Content Education: The Informal System 
Giolgina attributes her first knowledge of feminism to 
her husband. He was progressive and politically active with 
different feminist special interest groups. He was also 
very influential in Giolgina's socialist militancy. 
However, Giolgina shared that while her husband spoke very 
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progressively, in practice it was different. She was, in 
the end, responsible for the home and the family. 
When we were young, my husband_ the feminist... 
right? and I used to believe that we would change 
the world. That we would build a world of 
equality where rich and poor, men and women were 
to be equal. But my domestic reality presented me 
with a different picture. My husband expected me 
to do it all and also be good at it... a good 
cook, a good housewife, a good mother... Since he 
liked massages, I had to be a good masseuse. Ah! 
and I was also expected to be affectionate. I had 
too much pressure and too many daily 
expectations... his clothes clean and ready in the 
morning, his tie knot perfect... he wanted me to 
work full-time and also to go to school and finish 
a college degree. I dedicated my life to taking 
care of him, to understanding him, to justifying 
his actions. I even tried to read his mind... and 
nothing was enough to please him. Little by 
little, he fell into the traditional role of head 
of the household and a critic of everything I did 
in the house, and I fell into the role of 
housewife. It was all part of one package and I 
did it all. Our speech continued to be liberal 
while our practice was more conservative than we 
would had hoped for. When my child was born, I 
was only 24. I felt very strange. I didn't know 
what to do with my face or body. I couldn't find 
myself. I lost interest in everything. I would 
look at myself in the mirror and try to understand 
what was happening to me. It was as if I did not 
know who this person inside my body was. I bought 
strange clothes and acted strange... as if trying 
to be like or look like my mother would... sort of 
grown up, and I fell deeper in to my role of wife 
and mother. 
As time went by, it intensified this new role. It 
became the only space where I somehow felt safe 
and found shelter. It was like a vicious cycle. 
Each day I became more docile in an attempt to 
please my husband and to be liked and loved by 
him. It was the only way of receiving affection 
from him. 
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In spite of all of the problems that Giolgina faced 
adapting to her new life, she was able to complete her 
bachelor's degree. One important influence on Giolgina was 
the research topic that she choose for her undergraduate 
thesis. 
My thesis topic was on the experiences of women 
from the popular sectors with child care. I 
collected life histories of poor, rural women to 
learn more about their conditions of living and 
about their child care resources. As I began to 
analyze the data, I found myself comparing the way 
these women lived their lives and my own 
situation. I also learned from these women that 
there was much that I did not know about being a 
mother. Giving birth to a child does not 
guarantee that you know what to do with that 
child. These women taught me a lot. We formed 
discussion groups where the women shared their 
many problems and as a result a support network 
was created. These women helped me to understand 
that I simply could not find shelter in my role as 
a wife and a mother... because no matter what I 
did, I would not meet my needs as a woman. 
Giolgina is very bright woman. She was able to use her 
education and skills to secure a job with the Board of 
Public Education and was also offered an adjunct position at 
a university. 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System 
Many doors opened for Giolgina when she entered the 
university as an adjunct professor. She found teaching 
personally and professionally rewarding. She became 
involved with women's issues, and with the help of other 
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women, began to network and seek support. During this time, 
she got divorced and dedicated herself to her work and her 
daughter. She accepted a full-time teaching job and became 
actively involved in union organizing. 
In my job at the university, I became actively 
involved with the professional staff and 
maintenance worker's union. My work with the 
union helped me to learn about the many women who 
work 'la doble jornada' (in and outside of the 
home) while having no worker's rights and often 
being discriminated against by the male workers. 
Once more, many issues surfaced for me. I began 
to make linkages between these women, other women 
who I was then in touch with, and my own reality. 
Giolgina's contacts at the university and in the 
women's community lead her to learn about the women's 
studies program at El Colegio de Mexico. She had began a 
doctorate program and, because of her responsibility as 
single mother, she often found it difficult. She found in 
the women's studies program the type of structure and 
support that she needed to complete her doctorate. 
The way I feel about the program is that it was an 
extension to what I had initiated years ago when I 
first entered my undergraduate program. My 
contact with feminist ideas through my ex-husband, 
the research that I was involved in for my thesis, 
and my on-going development with women's content 
have brought me this far. I should also add that 
the experience that I had through my divorce and 
being a single mother are also significant to my 
development as a feminist. I came to the program 
with a knowledge base and with many experiences. 
The program served to strengthen my skills as an 
academician and a researcher. I have been 
teaching now for 13 years, and have been a 
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researcher for 5 years. Being in the program has 
also created a structure and a support system for 
fitting together this great puzzle of being a 
woman in a man's world. It has been a great 
experience... it been like going back to what 
always felt natural to me... a women's space... 
filled with solidarity and support. There are 
obvious differences among many of us and there are 
clearly things in the curriculum that I have 
problems with. But, you know... those kinds of 
things can be dealt with. 
Giolgina considers herself a very fortunate woman. She 
has succeeded in every area of her life. She has a great 
daughter with whom she has a wonderful relationship, and she 
has many strong and supportive women in her life. The only 
thing that she found hard to understand and change was a 
lack of safeness that she experienced in intimate male 
relationships. She talked about wanting to find a partner. 
However, she attributes her difficulties to her upbringing, 
her past experiences with men and her feminist awareness. 
Today, I find it disconcerting that men are often 
so aggressive. Their aggressiveness is often 
disguised with affection. For example, when a man 
comes on to you or says something to you on the 
street, he acts as if it grows from affection... I 
read about this. I observe in the men that I 
know, I analyze and theorize about this behavior, 
but still... I can not figure out what is it that 
is running through their heads when they act this 
way... I have no idea of how they live... I mean 
experience their feelings of affection. How is 
their identity, their personality constructed? 
Can you believe it? I am 36 years old, have 
studied gender issues and still can't figure this 
stuff out. 
It is so strange. I spent half of my early 
development years sheltered from the male world, I 
learned to fight for a girl's identity. Then one 
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day, we are supposed to like men, be in favor of 
them and seduce them, to give them power... even 
knowing that they may be your enemy. My sisters 
and I didn't learn these things. What did we know 
about fighting other women for men or about 
seducing men? And when we did learn, we did it 
wrong. What I observe today is that the boys 
develop an interest for the girls. While the 
girls built up their emotions and affections, the 
boys are focusing on their physical interests 
towards the girls. I see this with my daughter. 
She has this little boyfriend. I observe them. 
They live in separate worlds, and then there is 
this physical and mental attraction and they 
connect. But I notice that, with the exception of 
a few of the boys, most of the boys make up all of 
these stories and lies ... it is almost as if they 
(the boys) have a need for inventing feelings of 
connections when they are not there. They connect 
and then go on their separate worlds again. The 
same happens in my experience. I meet a man I 
like as a person, and then there is an attraction. 
We try to make our worlds met, there is 
connection... until all of a sudden there is a 
shift and the disasters begin. 
One of my sisters makes fun of me. She says that 
I treat men as if they were women. I treat them 
as I would imagine a brother would be treated. I 
forget that they are more inept. 
Costa Rica - Aileen 
"I have always been a fighter for what I believe in, 
especially when it came to my education... But I must admit 
that, deep inside, there was always the barrier of fear 
waiting. With each step, fear and insecurity followed. It 
would not have even occurred to me to imagine how high I 
could reach. I have to tell you... today this has changed." 
The School Years 
Aileen grew up in the rural area of northern Costa 
Rica. Her mother was a country woman who grew up in a 
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large, patriarchal family of mostly boys and men. Aileen is 
very fond of her mother and speaks about her with great 
respect. Her mother was instrumental in Aileen's feminist 
development. Aileen shared that even though her grandmother 
was very traditional and rigid in the way she brought up her 
mother, she always praised her intelligence and encouraged 
her to leave the country and move to the city to finish high 
school. Her mother moved to San Jose, the capital of Costa 
Rica, and in 1941 she became one of the first women to enter 
the university. 
Aileen has many stories about her mother's college 
years and shared some of them with me. During the time her 
mother went to the university, entrance was limited to a 
small number of primarily elite students. Many working 
people believed that the university was for do-nothings, and 
would often scream angry insults at the students, like 
"lazy, go pick coffee." 
Aileen's mother wanted to study medicine, but her 
father thought medicine was not a suitable profession for a 
woman. He argued that it was not proper for a woman to see 
people naked and forced her to study pharmacy. She was also 
pressured to marry at a young age. She ended up getting 
married, having eight children and dropping out of college. 
My mother tells me that ever since I was a little 
girl, I spoke like a feminist. I think that it 
must have been from listening to her. She always 
emphasized the importance of having an education. 
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My schooling was fine. I went to a public school. 
I don't remember thinking much about it other than 
how I worked hard and I was intelligent. My 
mother also always talked about how marriage 
needed to be a 50/50 type of union. But in 
practice, what I saw was different. She did 
everything... all of the domestic work... caring 
for the children... My father was the provider. 
Every time he came home from work, he would lie 
down to rest on a hammock and expect her to serve 
him. 
I had a good relationship with my dad. He was 
intelligent and I felt supported by him. I was a 
good student and my mother always advised me not 
to leave school. I always knew that I would 
continue on to college. 
The University Years 
After graduation from high school, Aileen entered La 
Universidad de Costa Rica in the psychology department. 
From what I remember, my undergraduate education 
had nothing on women. In those years, it didn't 
even occur to me to think that there were women 
psychologists... there were so few of us... 
especially the professors... They were mostly 
men. 
I didn't have too many boyfriends. I had a hard 
time with men who did not treat me with respect. 
I remember how it used to bug me when they imposed 
on me... not letting me go out to a dance... 
everything felt like a tragedy. Every time they 
would try to control me, I would leave them. I 
didn't like feeling controlled and could not be 
with a man who also had eight other girlfriends on 
the side. I remember, one time, having this 
boyfriend who was also seeing this girl from 
another town. I became good friends with her and 
we joined in solidarity against him... One day I 
asked him to pick me up at her house and the 
'macho' came as if it were nothing. We ganged up 
against him. I had this other boyfriend who I 
liked a lot. He was fun, but thought that women 
should not work outside of the home. So I left 
him. 
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While in college, I fell in love with this man and 
we got married. He was studying psychology, too. 
For me, he represented all of the qualities of a 
psychologically healthy man: quiet, calm, 
sensitive, attentive and a good listener. My 
father was not like that... he wasn't an 
intellectual. He was a farmer. But my 
relationship with my father was more relaxed... we 
did a lot of joking... I admired my father. 
When I married I didn't know how to do anything in 
the house. While my sisters were in home 
economic's classes, I was in some intellectual 
program. But we managed. I continued to go to 
college and right away I had one baby and another 
right after. I had my first child when I was 22 
years old and the second when I was 23. I always 
dreamed of having children, but this was more than 
I could handle. There was a radical change in my 
life. I had a real rough time. I was fortunate 
that my mother helped me with the kids. But it 
was not easy. To top it all, I had to deal with 
my husband's very conservative Spanish family who 
believed that I should be home with the kids and 
not going to school. I resented them. I also 
didn't know how to deal with my husband who did 
not help me with my domestic situation nor give me 
support. Once in a while he would do something, 
but it didn't feel like help. It felt more like 
me imposing on him... at least that was what he 
used to protest... Oh well... I guess that some 
help is better that none. 
Women's Content Education: The Informal System 
After finishing a bachelors degree, Aileen's husband 
was accepted in a United States university and offered a 
fellowship to do his doctorate. Aileen recounted that, 
while she was glad for him, this was a decision in which she 
had no say even though it radically changed her life. Her 
ambition was to continue on to graduate school and complete 
a masters degree in psychology. She moved to the United 
States with her husband and her children. She told me that 
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in the few years that she was in the States, she learned 
more than during any other time in her life. 
Leaving Costa Rica to go to the United States was 
something else! It didn't take much for me to 
realize what I had gotten myself into. In that 
new country, filled with new faces and a new 
environment, I soon realized how restricted my 
life was. The only choice that I was presented 
with was to stay home and take care of the 
children. I didn't even have the choice to go 
back to school like my husband. In spite of all, 
I was determined to go back to school. I took the 
GRE in English... imagine! The score was not 
exactly what I expected or was used to but... I 
remember then going to the admissions director to 
talk about my options. He was very up front and 
told me that he would not accept me into the 
program. He said that his commitment was to my 
husband because he had come with a fellowship but 
that he didn't think I was college material... 
especially with those two kids... "What is your 
husband going to do if you are not taking care of 
your children?", he asked... "He will never be 
able to complete this program". He also told me 
that if my husband failed, I was to be blamed... 
that he would divorce me and everyone's life would 
be ruined. "You shouldn't be so irresponsible", 
he concluded... 
I could not believe it!... I had never been so 
humiliated in my life. I was ill prepared to 
respond... I could not think... everything was 
like a blank... I could not feel. I knew then 
that in that country I was nothing. I had no 
rights, no one to advocate for me... no support. 
In Costa Rica, it would had been different... But 
I just didn't say anything. This was my rude 
awakening... this was how I was greeted in the 
United States. 
Then, after sometime I found my courage again and 
decided to go for it once more. This time, I 
decided to go talk to the director of the 
psychology in education department. The director 
was a woman. She gave me hell. The only thing 
that she kept saying was that the school didn't 
offer preferential treatment and that, if 
accepted, I would be expected to perform as well 
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as any North American student. I just listened 
and applied anyway. I was admitted, but under 
provisional status and was given a semester to 
prove my competency. Once in the program, I 
studied like a maniac, and I made it to regular 
status. I got an internship as a research 
assistant. That gave me the opportunity to learn 
more. 
My daily routine consisted of going to class, 
doing my internship and taking care of the house, 
my husband and the kids. What helped the most was 
that my parents began to send me money for child 
care. Once again, I had the support and help of 
my family with the kids so I could continue my 
education. 
As I began to take certain courses, I began to 
change. I remember this course that I took on 
sexuality that made me think about some things 
that I was going through. At the university, I 
began to find support among North American women. 
There was one woman in particular, she was a 
professor. Right after I met her, she told me 
about this scholarship that I should apply for. 
She even gave me a recommendation. Aside from my 
family, she was the first woman to ever help me. 
The chair of my committee also gave me a lot of 
support. For example, I became pregnant and was 
due right in the middle of doing my comprehensive 
exams. Imagine! It was very hard... but in spite 
of it all I made it. Thanks to the support of 
some of the women faculty. 
You know, it's funny. Because even when I had 
taken a couple of courses on women and psychology, 
I can't remember what I learned. The other day I 
found an old notebook with notes from the classes 
that I took and I simply don't remember much of 
what I read. It was as if it did not sink in. I 
didn't understand... I must have not been able to 
absorb some of that content. 
Then more tragedy. I had a horrible experience 
with my boss at the research center... it was an 
ugly sexual experience... I don't know. We used 
to be very good friends. He was a black man. A 
civil rights activist... and liked the third 
world... I needed a letter of recommendation for 
this other job that I was applying for. He said, 
"Fine, I will give it to you." Then suddenly he 
got on top of me and began to force himself on 
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me... kissing me... I was in shock because none 
of that was supposed to be part of his civil 
rights values. For the longest time I didn't tell 
anyone, but I became so upset that I ended up 
telling the chair of my committee. I told her 
that I couldn't get a letter of recommendation 
because of what happened... and also because I 
refused to accept anything from that disgusting 
old man... I was very emotional. I said that I 
didn't even want to know that he existed. 
She got furious and told me that we needed to take 
the matter to the ethics committee. I was sort of 
confused. Then I was asked to meet with the 
director of the school, and that was when I was 
told that I had been granted the scholarship and 
to forget about the recommendation letter. I 
suppose that somehow it got taken care of... 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System 
After completing a masters in psychology, Aileen 
returned with her family to Costa Rica. There she began to 
make linkages between her experiences in the United States 
and the situation of women in Costa Rica. She was 
confronted by a different society from the one she had left 
behind, or perhaps she came back as a changed woman. 
The economic crisis of the late 1970s was at its 
peak... it was devastating. We entered a period 
of economic depression, along with other Latin 
American countries, as a result of the external 
debt. While before, in 1977, only 24 percent of 
the population was poor, by 1980 poverty accounted 
for 77 to 80 percent of the population. The 
working class and the middle class began to 
suffer. 
I came back to Costa Rica with the idea of 
becoming part of a feminist group. But I found 
that most groups were affiliated to political 
parties. They were traditional and often 
conservative... most didn't see the need of a 
social transformation for example, in the family. 
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I, myself, didn't have a lot of things together in 
my life. My family life could not be used as a 
good example of my feminist speech. But those 
groups that were out there were worse. They were 
only teaching poor housewives how to sew while 
their problems and needs remained the same. 
I felt very lonely in my struggle to change 
things. I spent three very lonely years not 
fitting in... do you understand? Then, in 1982, I 
found out about the women's studies program at La 
Universidad Autonoma. I learned that there was 
this Fulbright professor from the States who was 
teaching feminist courses. I started to take the 
courses. We were all very excited... reading 
everything that we could get a hold of. A book 
sent by someone's sister from the United States 
was passed around for all of us to read. I also 
joined a newly formed, grassroots feminist group. 
In addressing her experience in the program, Aileen 
described both wonderful and hard times. The hardest part 
for her was how to meet the needs of her husband and 
children while also doing what she needed to do for herself. 
My husband is still focusing on his career; the 
kids are grown now and I am still stuck, 
responsible for everyone else. The courses gave 
me the opportunity to talk with other women like 
myself and reflect on our lives. One of the 
courses that I took was with Sara (one of the 
program's Fullbright professors). It was a course 
on feminist psychotherapy. That course just 
brought everything back to me. It felt like this 
huge vision came over me, forcing me to examine 
every aspect of my life. 
The courses were also a professional booster for 
me. One of the most wonderful aspects of my 
participation in the program was the new 
connections that I made and the great friendships 
that were developed. I no longer felt lost and 
alone in my quest for feminist development. 
And you want to know what was even more wonderful? 
Now that I think about it... there were so many 
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wonderful things- The best was talking about 
feminism within the context of our experiences as 
Costa Ricans. It was not the experiences of any 
other place... but our own. I now feel part of 
something bigger. We have begun a social 
movement. It is everywhere. This experience is 
invaluable. 
You know? I have always been a fighter for what I 
believe in, especially when it came to my 
education... But I must admit that, deep inside, 
there was always the barrier of fear waiting. 
With each step, fear and insecurity followed. It 
would not have even occurred to me to imagine how 
high I could reach. I have to tell you... today 
this has changed. 
Aileen found in women's studies a series of rewarding 
professional experiences. Because she was a professor in 
one of the universities that was considering developing a 
gender studies program, she was able to network with other 
faculty women to integrate women's studies content into the 
programs throughout the institution. She also used women's 
content education in her own courses. 
Professionally, being in women's studies has 
strengthened my teaching skills. I am a professor 
at the university. I have begun to meet with 
other women in this university to develop women's 
content education. There is a gender studies 
program, but it's in its beginning stages. We 
need to expand it, to teach courses, do research 
in all disciplines. All of those things. Taking 
women's studies courses has also opened a new door 
for me. I have been asked to take an 
administrative position with the University. 
Prior to taking the courses, I know that my level 
of self-esteem was not too high. During that time 
I would have not even played with the idea of 
taking a position like the one I am being offered. 
Right now, I am still thinking about it... but I 
have a hunch that I am going to go for it! 
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Costa Rica - Flor 
"Finding myself through feminism has been a wonderful 
experience for me. It has been a long and powerful 
journey... often painful but most of all an experience that 
has taught me to value myself and other women in ways that I 
did not know while growing up". 
The School Years 
Flor went to a co-ed public school in the Capital area 
of San Jose. She lived with a sister and brother and her 
mother, a single parent, in a working-class neighborhood. 
She remembers her mother as a strong, happy woman who, in 
spite of her difficulties in raising her children, always 
had many friends over and liked to help her neighbors. Her 
brother was a shy, quiet boy who did not take up a lot of 
space. That helped Flor feel close to and not threatened by 
him. She shared not having any concern about growing up as 
a girl. On the contrary, she was used to running around 
free and had lot of male friends. The only recollection she 
had of being treated differently because of her gender was 
the content in her courses and the way teachers paid more 
attention to boys' needs. Fortunately, Flor had a mentor. 
Her grandmother served as the inspiration for her to strive 
to achieve educational excellence. 
The type of education that I received was very 
traditional. You know... your typical emphasis on 
the girls will be moms and the boys will carry 
society on their shoulders. In fact, the books 
that I read while growing up were typical of the 
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patriarchal education that some of us still fight 
against today. There was the message of the 
female nurse and teacher and the male engineer and 
doctor. That was what we all grew up with. At 
the informal level, education at home and in the 
streets took a similar route. My oldest brother 
was expected to study long for a career. He was 
under pressure to study to become a professional. 
My sister and I were not encouraged to study much 
and it was expected that we study something quick 
and short... maybe secretarial sciences. But I 
had this grandmother who was my inspiration. She 
raised my mother and her sister by herself. She 
was strong and tough. She always worked and even 
started a business of her own. She used to love 
to read and do math. This was not very typical of 
women of her time. In fact, many people used to 
consider her strange. But she was wild like no 
one I have ever met. She taught me many things. 
Including to fight to get a good education and 
become someone. 
In school, I just kind of went with the flow and 
at home I always tried to make my voice be heard. 
I must have taken this after my grandmother. 
The University Years 
Flor shared that she vaguely remembers growing up. For 
her, life began when she finished high school and entered 
college. She attended La Universidad de Costa Rica were she 
studied social sciences. According to Flor, in college she 
was introduced to the type of organizing that she was 
interested in. She was an enthusiastic young woman and La 
Universidad de Costa Rica offered her the experience of 
getting involved with student organizing and politics of the 
left. 
In college, I found a wonderful world. There were 
all of these progressive student movements with 
which to identify. I used to feel so connected. 
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Things began to make sense for me. The more I 
studied, the more involved I became. During those 
days, I was particularly interested in the left. 
Socialist ideologies opened a new world for me. 
At the beginning I was shy about joining one of 
the organizations. Then after a while I began to 
attend some of the activities. But I remember 
often feeling intimidated by some of the men who 
seemed too political and serious. I also had a 
feeling that the only time they enjoyed the 
company of women was when they could show off, 
needed someone to do the dirty work or they wanted 
to be intimate. During those days I didn't have 
access to information about women. There were no 
women's organizations at the University and the 
women's organizations that existed were primarily 
civic women's organizations involved with charity 
work. These women were very traditional. 
Women's Content Education; The Informal System 
In spite of not being exposed to women's content in college, 
Flor was immediately able to create linkages between what 
she was learning in school and women's oppressive conditions 
of living. She faced the frustration of not knowing how to 
explore and develop this knowledge; however, she found in 
other feminists students the support that she was looking 
for. 
At the University I studied sociology. This 
helped me become exposed, first to the realty of 
the poor peasants and, secondly to the incredible 
conditions in which women lived. The awareness 
that I gained from my research and work with women 
was wonderful. My understanding of women's 
issues, however, did not come from my education. 
It was just something that sort off slipped into 
my thinking and stayed there without me knowing 
exactly what to do with it. 
I was desperate to talk to someone about some of 
my feelings about what I perceived as the 
oppression of women, but most people didn't seem 
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interested. You know... at that age we are all 
into other things... like being seductive, finding 
a boyfriend and keeping him happy. But while in 
this process, I began to notice a couple of women 
at the University who seemed different... there 
was something about them. They had a presence, an 
essence or a karma... I don't know if it was the 
way they stood, or the way they carried themselves 
and spoke... even today I find it hard to 
describe... its like a presence... a strength that 
is not masculine but rather strong and gentle at 
the same time. I became close with some of these 
women. They told me about forming a women's group 
to talk. I was fascinated. For the first time, I 
felt connected to something that felt part of who 
I was... or better yet... of what I wanted to be. 
For me this group became like a support group and 
a study group. There were all sorts of women with 
different backgrounds and stories. This was good 
because there was diversity. We also had our 
problems, mostly internal problems. Differences 
in feminist ideologies and in political 
affiliations. There were also power struggles. 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System 
After completing a masters degree, Flor was offered a 
job as a professor at the University and two years later, 
she learned about the Universidad Autonoma's women's studies 
courses. She decided to enroll in some of the courses. 
According to Flor it was in the women's studies program that 
she found the resources she was seeking at a personal and 
professional level. 
In the Projecto Interdisciplinario de Estudios de 
La Mujer (Women's Study Interdisciplinary Project 
PIEM) which Cora Fierro ran, I immediately felt at 
home. I remember that I would be preparing for 
class while thinking about integrating women's 
content into my own courses. I also integrated 
this content into my work as a researcher. 
Finding myself through feminism has been a 
wonderful experience for me. It has been a long 
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and powerful journey... often painful but most of 
all, an experience that has taught me to value 
myself and other women in ways that I did not know 
while growing up. I have also been able to make 
sense of problems, feelings and situations which I 
believed were simply part of life's nature. It's 
almost as if I gave birth to myself again. 
Besides having a feeling of self-fulfillment, Flor 
found in women's studies content the support of a community 
and the creation of a social movement. The new friendships 
that she made developed into contacts for networking, for 
expanding programs in non-academic settings and became part 
of her natural support system. One important aspect of such 
connection was the legislative campaign of 1988 to amend 
Costa Rica's Constitution for gender equality. 
For me, the support that I get from the 
friendships that have been formed feels like the 
creation of a new family. Here in Costa Rica 
today, feminism is like a new social movement, 
reaching women everywhere. You feel it everyday. 
In academe, in government, in the plaza, in the 
country side, in the mountains. You can breathe 
it and taste it. The mobilizing that we recently 
have done in favor of the Equal Rights Amendment 
is proof of our visibility and of our power to 
create change. Even when this legislation was 
watered down, and it did not have the outcome that 
we expected, it stirred up the whole nation, 
pushing people to ask and to talk and vent their 
feelings about the situation of women and what is 
it that women are asking for. 
Women's studies also impacted Flor in other ways. One 
important area was the linkages that Flor made between 
feminism and other forms of struggle, particularly the 
oppression of marginal populations (the urban poor and 
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peasants). For Flor it was important to incorporate the 
reality of all oppressed people within the area of feminism. 
Most of all, I have also been inspired to 
understand the connections between the situation 
of women and the reality of poverty of people in 
Central and South America. I have come to realize 
that my feminism can't be detached from the 
reality of all people. I clearly have chosen one 
battle today, and that is to fight for women's 
rights, but I understand that this fight involves 
fighting against the oppression of poor men as 
well. 
Flor faces difficulties because of her new awareness, 
especially not knowing how to come to terms with the sexist 
values of men she comes into contact with, especially 
colleagues. She also expressed having trouble finding a 
partner who shares her feminist values and beliefs. She 
shared, however, that she loved her independence and that 
finding a partner is not a priority today. 
At the University and in other institutions, I am 
constantly reminded of my feminism. You have to 
contend with the comments: "Well, let's hear from 
the feminist constituency... what does she have to 
say" or "What does the feminist little lady think? 
I am sure that she will disagree." It is 
exhausting. But you know... as long as I can hang 
in there feeling this good about myself I don't 
give a damn... I'll just put on my best smile and 
my boxing gloves and go for it". 
Relationships are funny. If I were going out with 
a progressive man, let's say... someone from the 
socialist party and I was a reactionary, that 
relationship would go nowhere. I would either 
have to change my ideologies or find myself 
someone like me. But, if a woman is a feminist 
and the partner that she finds is a 'machista' it 
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is assumed that he doesn't have to change. Either 
she has to try to change him, compromise or see if 
she can find someone who considers this issue 
important enough for him to change on his own. 
That is a problem that requires some tiring work. 
I have more important things to do. 
Argentina - Margarita 
"Even though it took me many years to accept feminism, I was 
actually a feminist long before I knew it". 
The School Years 
Margarita grew up in the city of Buenos Aires. From 
the time she entered primary school until she graduated from 
high school, she attended the same Catholic institution. 
The school was primarily a boarding school, but Margarita 
lived at home with her parents and two brothers. She 
described her family as lower middle class. 
Margarita spoke freely about her school years and 
family life. She talked about the friendships she made and 
what it felt like to be an only girl with two older 
brothers. She stressed the importance of her mother's 
encouraging her to go to college and have a career. 
I was sent to a catholic school not because my 
parents were Catholic, but because my father was a 
radical and refused to put me in a public school. 
He did not want me to be influenced by 'Peronista' 
political ideologies. 
I think that my early experience at the Catholic 
school and at home created the basis for the way I 
turned out. Even today, I am full of 
contradictions. I attribute most of these 
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contradictions to the way I was brought up during 
my developing years. Part of me belonged to the 
convent, where we were all women and religion 
influenced and controlled everything around us. 
The other part of me was connected to my home. At 
home, it was totally different. There, my father 
and my two older brothers were very present. My 
brothers made it clear from the start. It was 
obvious that they had more privileges, and 
everything around me reminded me that I was not 
treated like them. 
I remember also having these strange feelings of 
fear and confusion when I was an adolescent. The 
values of my school and those of my home where so 
opposite of each other. That was one of the 
hardest times of my life. I had this incredibly 
difficult internal struggle. The hardest part for 
me was the nun's attitudes towards us. Once we 
reached adolescence, they immediately began to 
treat us differently. They insinuated that we 
were whores, and while I did not understand what 
they were talking about, I felt torn between my 
religious beliefs and the desire not to negate my 
body. 
The University Years 
During the late 1960's, Margarita entered La 
Universidad de Buenos Aires. This decision was deeply 
influenced by her mother. As she was growing up, Margarita 
had in the back of her mind something that her mother, a 
homemaker all of her life, once told her: "Whatever you do, 
get an education. Don't end up like me... always dependent 
on your father for everything." She shared with me how 
wonderful it felt to leave the convent and enter college. 
Margarita delighted in attending a co-ed school where the 
emphasis was no longer religion. She remembers feeling free 
and alive. Her excitement, however, was ended abruptly by 
the military coup of the 1970's: 
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My experiences at La Universidad de Buenos Aires 
during the 1960's and 1970's uprooted all of my 
old values and helped me to become aware and 
politicized. I entered the university during 
Argentina's period of democracy. Very soon after, 
however, I had to face the reality of an intensely 
repressive regime. You could feel the military 
presence everywhere. The military took over the 
University with violence. In my department, 
architecture, they completely wiped-out the 
progressive faculty. These professors had, under 
the democratic government, developed new programs 
at the university. They created open spaces... 
you know? Spaces for autonomous reflection and 
political development. But the period of military 
control was also a time of great resistance. 
While the country was bleeding, many organized to 
fight back. Major transformations were taking 
place everywhere in the country. For example, in 
Cordova, a province of Argentina, there was a 
massive mobilization of factory workers, human 
rights advocates and of those opposing the abuses 
of the military dictatorships. 
All of this chaos created barriers to my learning. 
I was lucky to finish my college degree. I don't 
know how I did it. Ironically, I finished the 
same year that the military government ended. 
For six years we had a democratic government 
again. However, in 1976, we were back to the same 
place. It was so hard... Everything, the military 
dictatorship and the violence and repression... 
the silencing and disappearing of people became 
common. Then again in 1983, we had another shift 
and the democratic government returned. We 
presently have a democratic government. Now! 
After years and years of repression, deaths and 
total disruption. Now, that at least 30,000 
people disappeared. But I suppose that everything 
that happened is also an important part of the 
historical process in that we witnessed the 
people's participation in changing the structures 
that oppress us all... It was a historic time... 
Women's Content Education: The Informal System 
Margarita was never exposed to women's content 
education while doing undergraduate studies. According to 
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her, feminism as a social movement was not visible then in 
Argentina. Moreover, she feels that while she was in 
architecture, which has traditionally been a man's 
profession, she had little understanding of gender 
inequality, male oppression or domination. 
Once she completed college, Margarita got married and had a 
child. Reflecting on that time of her life, Margarita 
shared that she did not think much about herself in relation 
to her new role of wife and mother. She also stated that 
she did not have any awareness of the oppression of women. 
All of her energy went into surviving the horrors of the 
military regime and caring for her family. 
In the 1970s, while in college, I did not have any 
contact with feminism. I was active in 
progressive student organizing and a member of a 
political party. I think I had some general 
understanding about the struggles of women, but 
this understanding was based more on what I saw 
from women's popular groups. In my opinion, the 
incorporation of women's issues as social 
movements in Argentina did not take place until 
the 1980's... It is perhaps late when you compare 
it with other countries... 
Then I got married... and then many things 
happened. There were reasons for me to remain 
outside of what was going on. I had a personal 
situation which made it difficult for me to get 
involved. I guess that was when I began to feel 
things and deal with them from another 
perspective, more as an individual. Well, because 
of the repression... my husband was one of the 
disappeared... well, I was impacted by this 
situation. It was very bad. 
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My husband never showed up. I still don't know 
what ever happened to him or where he could be... 
it has been very painful. The only consolation 
that I have is that he followed his convictions. 
He fought for his ideals_ It was not strange 
that he would be one of the "disappeared". He had 
a hard time accepting that differences of ideas 
were a life and death matter. It took me many 
years to understand all of it... it was hard... I 
still have a difficult time trying to speak about 
this. After, I didn't want to have another 
partner. I had to work to support myself and my 
child. It was difficult. 
This is when I began to think of myself in 
relation to my gender. After all of those years, 
this thing called women's issues became part of my 
everyday life. While I struggled with mourning, I 
also questioned the type of relationship that I 
had with my husband. I remember back then, how he 
use to be so dominant and I was sort of...only a 
part of him. I was ill prepared to be on my own. 
The difficulties of being alone helped me become 
stronger. 
I lived with my son alone for many years ... It 
was a challenge for me, to be autonomous, to raise 
my child. I wanted to have relationships with men 
but only as lovers. I was not interested in 
constructing a new life with any of them... This 
went on for years until I met this Argentinean man 
during a trip to Peru with my son... you know? 
Funny how it took us eight or nine years to move 
in together. It took a lot for me to decide. I 
felt that living with a man again would complicate 
my life. But it worked out for the best. I think 
that's because we have a contract... you know... 
there are rules... this is very different from my 
first marriage. First of all, we have our own 
living space and everything is marked by separate 
areas. Also, we have made it clear to each other 
that being together does not mean spending all of 
our time together. Each one of us does his own 
thing and we are careful not to invade each 
other's territory. And while we take it one day 
at a time, at least we have our political "speech" 
to help us cope. Another thing that helps is not 
having children together. A child could become an 
object for negotiation. Since I am the one 
responsible for my son, my partner only takes 
responsibility when he decides that is what he 
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wants. It's not an obligation... so my son does 
not become something to battle over. 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System 
In 1987, Margarita entered the women's studies program 
of La Universidad de Buenos Aires. She was part of the 
first group of students to enter the program. She 
attributes her opportunity to enter the program to 
Argentina's democratic government and to the development of 
her own awareness of women's issues. Margarita again chose 
architecture as her area of study. She describes her 
experience in the program as rewarding both personally and 
professionally. 
When I entered the program, my main interest was 
the 'habitat', in other words, how to connect my 
skills as an architect with women's housing needs. 
I was able to incorporate the issue of gender into 
the design of communities and actual living spaces 
for women (apartments or houses). This is my 
greatest challenge. 
I was also impacted by women's issues in other 
areas. For example, when we studied the history 
of women, I became aware of my own socialization 
and of the issue of women's space in the home. 
Through readings and through my own research, I 
rediscovered a lot of things about myself and how 
limited my living space was while growing up. 
The women's studies program became a lens through which 
Margarita learned to understand herself, her family and the 
world in which she lived. 
I lived with my partner and my son. My son is 14 
years old. He is a little spoiled and often 
expects a lot. I guess he must have some conflict 
with my lifestyle. On the one hand he has an 
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independent mother who gives him lots of space and 
on the other, he compares me to other mothers who 
stay home baking. That is when he begins to make 
demands. I always feel that I must juggle all of 
these roles. There are many different pressures 
different things one wants to do, be a good 
mother, a good partner and other challenges. 
The thing that struck me the most about being in a 
women's studies program was how, all of the 
sudden, my past and present life struggles became 
more intense. When I started the program, my 
partner and my son were sometimes jealous and 
resentful that they couldn't spend more time with 
me, like they used to. They also felt affected by 
every paper that I wrote. With every paper, I 
found this enormous need to concentrate and stop 
worrying about everything that I thought I should 
have been doing... It made me nervous. During 
those moments I would often say to myself: how can 
I go through this process of growth without 
jeopardizing what I already have?.. You know? 
Because I love my son. I want to share things 
with him... I also want to be with my partner. I 
don't want to live my life alone. But, there was 
also a part of me that felt best while by myself. 
You know? In a space where nobody could bother me 
and where I could do what I had to do. It has 
been a major effort to get them to a place where 
they can respect what I am doing. It took a lot 
of compromising from us all... and to top it off, 
I also have to juggle working outside of the home 
while going to school. Going to school and doing 
women's studies? Not easy! It was exhausting and 
took a lot of time from me, but still, I did it 
because I loved it and wanted to do just that! 
Margarita indicated that in Argentina's domestic 
politics and other internal problems have historically 
affected the University. For example, the women's studies 
program was designed as a two and one half year Program, but 
University workers' strikes and other internal university 
conflict forced the students to remain in the Program for 
three years. At the time of my interview with Margarita, 
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she and the other students had recently completed all of the 
course work and were completing their research theses. 
Margarita is currently employed by the city working on 
housing. According to her this job gave her the opportunity 
to work on a housing needs assessment project where she 
interviewed women and learned about their housing needs. 
This is the topic that she chose for her research thesis. 
While most of what I took in women's studies did 
not directly address the issue of housing or 
architecture, I think that many of the courses and 
the research that I did helped me to organize my 
own ideas around architectural models for women's 
living spaces. In my opinion, the living 
arrangements and architectural structures which 
exist today are not designed with women in mind. 
For the most part, women need a lot of space for 
doing domestic chores. For example, in many 
houses the kitchen is isolated from the rest of 
the house, in a back corner with little lighting. 
This type of architecture is primarily based on 
the ancient Roman and Greek styles where women 
obviously occupied a dark and invisible place. In 
today's society, however, women need a space to 
integrate their chores and child care. Another 
finding of my research was that women do not have 
a space of their own. Most often children have 
their bedrooms and the husband has his personal 
study room. But what do women have? Nothing! 
Women do not have a room that they can call 
theirs, unless it is the kitchen or the laundry 
room. Women should be able to have their own 
space. A room were they can do whatever they 
want: paint, read, study, listen to music, think, 
cry, be with women friends. In other words, a 
place where they can satisfy their needs whenever 
their souls ask for time and space away from 
everything. I believe that women's lack of space 
in the design and construction of houses says a 
lot about the way women are perceived and valued 
by society as a whole. 
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Notice also how women make more use of the 
community's infrastructure as compared to men. We 
take the bus, we go out to the stores more often 
to buy food, clothes, to take the kids to school, 
to the medical clinic. I think that we need to 
rethink the ways in which communities are designed 
to incorporate women's everyday needs. These are 
the types of things that I am interested in, both 
in terms of design and of community planning or 
city infrastructure. This is my big challenge. 
Prior to entering women's studies, I had thought 
about some of these concepts, but I did not have 
them clear. I was missing a lot of elements and a 
framework. Today, I have a stronger theoretical 
and methodological awareness and tools for 
developing my ideas and interests. 
The women's studies program also contributed 
significantly to Margarita's theoretical understanding of 
the significant role class issues and the political system 
play in every aspect of her life, including in the women's 
studies program itself. According to Margarita, while the 
women's studies program emphasized content on issues of 
gender and class in its courses, there was continued 
struggle among the women participants about their own 
differences. Differences among the group members were 
reflected in the women's affiliation with different 
political parties and professional organizations. Class 
differences and differing feminist ideologies came to be 
recognized as possible barriers to women working together. 
For example, one heated topic of discussion among the 
students was how women saw the civil rights movement as 
discriminatory against feminists. Another issue of much 
debate was what Margarita described as: "the perceived 
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division between academic feminists and feminists from 
popular groups or grass roots women's groups." Because the 
women's studies program was participated in by women with 
different feminist ideologies and practice backgrounds, such 
differences were apparent in the experiences that the women 
students faced. 
Differences, differences! There was always a 
series of differences among us. I feel that we 
must integrate rather than separate. I can work 
with women from the popular sectors, I can also be 
an academician. I can also be a heterosexual 
woman while at the same time be strong as an 
advocate of all women's rights. To be a feminist 
doesn't mean to remain inside the ghetto (feminist 
ghetto) and only validate one vision. I think 
that the only possible way for feminism in Latin 
America to grow is through different social 
movements uniting. We need to incorporate the 
needs of all women and not only a few. For me, it 
has been necessary to understand feminism within 
the issue of class... I recognize that I have much 
to learn... I still need to learn more about 
integrating the issues of groups that I know 
little about. Still, I am for integration, not 
division. 
One conclusion that Margarita drew from her own 
experience is that it is best for women in studies programs 
to make a priority of reflecting on their own personal 
strengths and limitations. She feels it is important for 
women to have some sense of themselves before they start 
taking in a lot of new information or trying to put into 
practice what they learn. Participating in a women's 
studies program is an intense process of personal 
development as well as an academic learning experience. 
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Margarita stressed the importance of women's studies 
programs recognizing the stages that participants often go 
through. Within the process of learning, many of the 
students go through similar stages: from total excitement, 
to making enormous demands, to requiring a safe space for 
getting in touch with their feelings. She described the 
different internal struggles that she engaged in and 
observed as a student in the program. 
When you first enter the women's studies program, 
everything in it is just marvelous. The things 
that you are learning just seem to flow naturally. 
I remember how all of us were so excited and 
fascinated with everything. We loved each other, 
we were really into it... doing everything that 
was asked of us, we never complained. But... all 
of a sudden... we became aggressive and began to 
make demands. We expected answers for all of our 
problems... problems that no one can even attempt 
to solve for us. I think that what happens is 
that you idealize the program and begin to have 
unreasonable expectations of the content, the 
women instructors and of the students. 
All of a sudden... there it was! The problems 
began. The love was gone. Sudden feelings of 
pain and frustration began to surface and 
clearly... you have to do something with all of 
these powerful feelings... you have to vent them. 
So you do it in the program. 
I think that people in women's studies need to 
begin to recognize that people are all different. 
That we as women, even if many of us have had 
similar experiences, are not a homogenous group. 
We need to perhaps try a little more to be 
accepting of each other... I think that it is 
important for us to understand how it is that we 
are different from each other and move things 
around a little... We must accept our differences 
in a constructive way. In the same line, we need 
to adapt to new experiences... 
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There is an element of challenge present in every 
situation that we face when we are learning 
women's content. There is challenge in the 
language, in how we speak, the words we use, the 
way we act and in the connections that we make to 
others in solidarity. These are all areas that we 
need to learn about being more open with. 
What amazes me most about women's studies is that 
in other disciplines you gain a specific type of 
knowledge base, and skills for entering a career. 
In this new area of study, the experience is 
broader and more intense. You have to incorporate 
new knowledge and practice into your life... it is 
a challenge that is accompanied by pain. I think 
that those who teach women's studies must be 
particularly sensitive to this. There has to be a 
mechanism created for the development of 
opportunities for reflection or something... You 
know? One's process of change, of unlearning 
stuff, of questioning... all... the pain is very 
deep. There is this discomfort that you 
experience that has to be dealt with somewhere... 
because if you do not deal with it constructively, 
you end up getting mad at others, getting angry, 
fighting or leaving. This is where the danger 
between the "they" and the "us" begins. This is 
one thing that I experienced clearly while in the 
program. 
When alluding to some of the weaknesses that she found 
in the Program, Margarita suggested that, while her 
participation had been immensely rewarding, there were areas 
she would like to see improved. One problem was the 
shortage of Latin American women's literature as compared to 
an abundance of Anglo, primarily European-oriented feminist 
literature. 
To be a feminist in Latin America is different 
from being a feminist in Europe or in the United 
States. It is our responsibility to make these 
distinctions clear. You know, that as Latin 
Americans the problems that we face are very 
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specific to our own historical reality. Making 
that reality more visible should be a priority. I 
think that in having 150 Latin American women in 
the women's studies program we ought to be able to 
formulate and develop more knowledge based on our 
own Latin American feminist experience. With 
time, our research and writings will continue to 
contribute to the work that has begun on women in 
Latin America. 
While Margarita shared how exhausted she felt while 
participating in the program, she also recognized how 
significant it had been in her individual and professional 
achievements. She developed important relationships with 
the women in the program, gained professional skills and 
developed a feminist perspective. She also praised her new 
awareness of herself as an agent of change in areas other 
than feminism. She stressed the importance of women taking 
leadership positions in eradicating sexism through the use 
of governmental systems. She has chosen as her work to 
influence government agencies and political parties to 
understand the importance of women's needs. On the top of 
her list are financial resources for women's economic and 
human development. To meet this goal, she sees herself 
doing consulting and advocacy. 
In addressing the impact of women's studies on her 
connections with other women, Margarita says: 
In spite of all of the difficulties that many of 
us experienced with each other, many great 
friendships were developed while in the program. 
For me, it was great to be able to make new 
friends. You know what happens.... after the 
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years go by it is harder to create new 
friendships. But, in the program I found some 
wonderful new friends. One of them was an old 
friend whom I rediscovered. We had grown apart 
and are now back together... creating things 
together. It is essential to have a support 
system because while you are a part of all of 
these changes you begin to feel that many of your 
old friends don't understand what you are 
saying... people who you have shared a lot of 
things with, who you have known for a long time, 
all of a sudden do not understand you anymore. 
It's often not an issue of what you are saying to 
them, but rather how you feel about the things you 
talk about. Sharing these new experiences with 
someone who respects you, feels like being part of 
a collective transformation. This new process of 
developing friendships with women has given me a 
lot of strength and makes me feel good. The more 
we share, the bigger our strength! 
Argentina - Lucelenia 
"I admire my mother. She is a woman whom I will always 
admire. My mother's history and strength were the tools 
that built the road which leads me to develop myself as a 
woman who is proud of who she is. " 
The School Years 
Lucelenia is the older of two sisters. She grew up 
among a family of Spanish immigrants who lived in the rural 
region of a northern province of Argentina, by the Bolivian 
frontier. She remembers her family as very religious 
(catholic), conservative and traditional. Lucelenia was 
told by her family that she was a precocious child. In 
illustrating this, she shared how she began to walk at the 
age of 9 months and began to speak when she was only one 
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year old. By the time she was 4 years old, she was reading 
and writing under the tutelage of her uncle. 
As I was growing up, already there was this idea 
set in my family that I was intelligent. This 
created all sorts of problems for me, like with my 
sister. I always had excellent grades and made 
honors and was the head of the class. All of my 
teachers liked me and my family constantly 
reminded me of how they expected the best from me. 
They expected that someday I would become a 
professional. There were no professionals in my 
family. I came from a working class family that 
expected their children to study and to help them 
become upwardly mobile. My mother always wanted 
to study but only completed junior high school. 
My grandfather had wanted my father to study, but 
he was a lazy bum and never studied... he didn't 
have a profession. I was the first one in my 
family to complete a degree and to become a 
professional. My sister also felt pressure to 
follow my steps. 
When Lucelenia was five years old, her parents 
separated and her mother had to work outside of the home to 
support her daughters. They moved to Buenos Aires from the 
country and her mother found a job as a cook in an embassy. 
Lucelenia recalls how her mother was always stressing the 
importance of her daughters remaining in school and doing 
well. A good education became the most important goal in 
their lives. With this focus, her mother worked hard and 
placed Lucelenia and her sister in a private Catholic 
boarding school. Lucelenia lived at the same Catholic 
school from the time she began primary school until she 
completed high school. 
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My experience with formal education centered 
around my life in the boarding school. Even today 
I have mixed feelings about the boarding school. 
I don't recall much until I reached junior high 
school. It was then that I began to think, 
"great! now I will change schools... at last... I 
will be liberated from the nuns". but... that is 
not what happened. I stayed right were I was 
until I finished high school. 
I suppose I was kind of lucky. In the boarding 
school I had the freedom to come and go. This was 
particularly important for me during my adolescent 
years. I was a very good student, so the nuns 
used to grant me special privileges. They used to 
let me do most of the things that I asked 
permission for. For example, when I was 15 years 
old, I told them that I wanted to become a medical 
doctor and was interested in attending a program 
of the Red Cross to become familiar with 
medicine... I was such a good girl and they had a 
high opinion of me. I was a serious student. 
They let me become part of the program. 
Lucelenia and her sister could go to their mother only 
while on school vacation or during the weekend. Their 
mother would visit them during the evenings. Looking back 
to when she was in the boarding school, Lucelenia described 
her relationship with her mother as detached. She shared 
that her experience was very different from her sister's, 
who was very close to her mother and spent more time with 
her mother than she. Lucelenia spent most of her time 
either studying or involved with the Red Cross. 
I have great admiration for my mother... but I 
have never been too demonstrative or affectionate 
with her. We also have had major differences and 
big confrontations. She came across as very 
strong. I was always trying to understand this 
and asked myself why she was so hard. Today, 
everything makes sense to me. I understand 
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exactly the place where she was in. I remember 
often asking her how come she wouldn't remarry. 
She never had a boyfriend or took a lover... She 
devoted her life entirely to her job and to 
raising us. 
Lucelenia loved learning and the education that she was 
receiving. She also enjoyed the discipline received in her 
studies. What she had problems with was being controlled 
and repressed by the nuns. She describes herself as a 
strong-willed individual who has always enjoyed the 
challenge of learning but cannot accept being pressured into 
believing something that does not make sense to her. 
According to Lucelenia, this attitude got her into trouble. 
The education was fine and I enjoyed the 
discipline. But there were things that bothered 
me... it was other things. While in high school 
and involved with the Red Cross, I met a young 
medical student and began to date him. He was the 
first contact that I had with anything that you 
could call a (companero) partner. He was from 
Venezuela... My first romance. After a while he 
began to accompany me to the gates of the boarding 
school. Everything was fine until the nun who used 
to open the gates saw me with him. That was when 
the conflict began! The nuns immediately came 
after me! They did everything.... they gave me 
speeches on God's creation of nature... they read 
me the psalm and parts of the Bible... Their 
argument was that He (God) wanted to protect all 
animals and plants from evil. I also was being 
protected, they said. I argued with them my own 
interpretations of God's creation and debated with 
them over the church's interpretation of morality. 
I simply did not agree with the way they 
rationalized all of this. Suddenly, I became 
intolerant. I never stopped being a good student 
but I became a problem for the nuns... 
Imagine! As a result of my debates on the issue 
of morality, I was accused of influencing one of 
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the nuns who left the boarding school to marry an 
engineer. It was obviously a scandal to them, but 
to me it was simply splendid. A choice that this 
woman needed to make. This situation, however, 
forced me to leave the school... My mother came 
and took me out of the boarding school... it must 
have left an impression on me because I still 
remember that I got very sick and was in bed for a 
long time. 
The University Years 
As many adolescents and college students of the late 
1960's and the 1970's, Lucelenia lived through the terrorism 
of Argentina's military governments. When Lucelenia was 
growing up, the thought of going to college thrilled her. 
She loved to learn new things and to be intellectually 
challenged and waited impatiently to go to college. What 
occurred when she actually entered the university in the 
late 1960's, was extremely painful for her. She felt that 
the violence and repression marked her for life. 
I started the university during one of the 
horrible periods that this country faced. There 
was so much going on in my mind. My mind raced 
with the excitement... and then again, I remember 
my fear.... I did not want to go to a Catholic 
university. I applied to La Universidad de Buenos 
Aires and was accepted. I was accepted in the 
school of medicine to start pre-med, but later I 
changed my major to psychology. 
Unbelievable as I think back... that anyone could 
study under such conditions! This was during one 
of the many dictatorships that Argentina has had. 
In 1967, I encountered what was known in Argentina 
as "la noche de los bastones largos" (the night of 
the long clubs) when university students were 
beaten up by police with clubs. This event forced 
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the University to close down. After they 
reopened, the campus was filled with undercover 
agents of the military... It was unbearable! All 
of a sudden, people were no longer safe in their 
jobs. Your would go to class and find that your 
professor was changed for some new person you 
didn't even know. Many students and professors 
left the country in exile— others couldn't find 
jobs... and then there were also those who helped 
the military government by listening and pointing 
you out and then... 
La Universidad de Buenos Aires was a political 
battleground. The many strikes, demonstrations and chaos 
led to the repeated closing of the university. Lucelenia 
was forced to study at another university. While private 
colleges in Argentina are administered by the Catholic 
church, Lucelenia's negative experience with the Catholic 
school led her to a university run by Jesuits. 
Obviously, I didn't want to go to a Catholic 
school. I wanted to receive an education in a 
place of freedom. I began to do some research on 
different schools and see what was best. That's 
when I decided on a university run by Jesuits. In 
my country, Jesuits have a very important 
historical tradition of being free thinkers. They 
do not have any power within the ecclesiastic 
hierarchy. On the contrary... they are separate 
from it. In that institution I completed my 
bachelors degree in psychology. It was run by a 
civil organizational structure. This university 
was sort of like a microcosm where all of these 
radical professors were hiding behind the 
protection of their Jesuits title. So... here I 
was at La Universidad de el Salvador, in the midst 
of this incredible repressive dictatorship, 
reading Marx and learning theology. The education 
that we received was not your traditional, 
conservative theology, like what you learn in most 
Catholic ideologies. We learned Christology 
(theology of liberation). The knowledge that we 
learned was based on Jesus as a brother, as a 
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politician, as a revolutionary... all was part of 
the same system. There was this marvelous 
political awareness present in all that we 
learned. This university became a refugee for 
many... for professors who had lost their tenure 
as well as for those of us who were trying to find 
the space to reflect on what was happening. 
However, the mid 1970s were just terrible... no 
one was safe, not even people at that university. 
It was very hard! Even when we thought that we 
were protected, we were not. Many of my friends 
and school partners disappeared. Many 
disappeared... we never knew anything more about 
them... we never saw them again. 
I also experienced the violence of the military. 
It left many scars. There was a curfew... it was 
forbidden for three or more people to walk in a 
group. Everyone who went in a group was suspected 
as a subversive... of being members of the 
guerrillas... You know? What amazes me about all 
of it was that at least thirty thousand people 
disappeared... Come on! There were no 30 thousand 
guerrilla members in Argentina! Pregnant women 
disappeared, children disappeared... the 
grandmothers are still today in La Plaza de Mayo 
looking for their children. 
Going back to what I was telling you... When I was 
in college I was in the university chorus. One 
afternoon, we had left rehearsal and here we 
were... a group of friends leaving the building. 
I remember that we were still singing and carrying 
on like most young people do. The police and the 
military were not immediately identifiable so we 
did not notice them. The military police were 
always driving around searching for weapons and 
taking away anyone who they thought suspicious. 
They took us all. It was horrible. I still have 
a hard time talking about it. After hours, they 
let some of us go, but the others never 
reappeared... we never knew what happened to 
them... They were our friends... 
I thought of leaving the country, but since I was 
already a suspect, I feared leaving. I also 
thought of my commitment to this struggle. 
Through the Red Cross, I had been involved with 
Chilean refugees who had left Chile after Allende 
was killed... I am sure that also made me 
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suspect... I was marked. That is how I entered 
the human rights struggles. 
Lucelenia's introduction to a political awareness and 
analyses of human rights struggles came through Christian 
theology of liberation. She indicated that she was not 
connected to women's issues or to electoral politics while 
in college. Christian values of freedom and democracy, in 
combination with her training as a psychologist, gave her a 
framework in which to understand and respond to the misery 
of those who suffered the effects of oppression, 
discrimination and poverty. It was also through her 
professional work with women that she began to understand 
male dominance. 
Each one of us created our own exile. All of us 
lived inside of Argentina a life of fear and of 
hiding. Sometimes you did not even know what you 
were hiding from. It was a constant pouring of 
time and energy into different types of 
struggles... but all clandestine... These were 
very hard times. The decision that I made was to 
use my energy to help people in mental health 
institutions. I first began this by doing 
research on people with mental illnesses, and 
later, I tried to observe and develop an 
understanding of the causes of pathology . My 
work in mental health was very empowering because 
I could see beyond the traditional theories to 
what, in fact, contributed to people's mental 
illness. 
Women's Content Education: The Informal System 
Lucelenia entered the Psychiatric Epistemology Program 
of the National Council of Scientific and Technical 
225 
Investigations. A fellowship certification program in 
research, it prepared students to enter prestigious, 
professional positions in research institutions. Lucelenia 
was very honored to enter the program and worked hard to 
complete the certification. 
I think of myself as someone who has dedicated her 
life to education and a professional career, 
especially because my ambition in life was to 
become a researcher. There is always so much 
pressure in your life. I think that getting 
married and having children can be a bad 
investment... you become absorbed by it. 
In this country, a certification in research from 
the 'Coliseo' is comparable to a doctorate and it 
is often considered having a higher status than a 
doctorate. It opens many opportunities like 
becoming a consultant and an independent 
researcher or a research professor at a 
university. It is also a very demanding career. 
If you are doing research and teaching at the 
university, you simply do not have any thing left 
for holding any other position, like doing private 
practice. 
I joined the fellowship program and remained in it 
for five painful years. The problem was 
'machismo'. I had only five more years to 
complete the program... when I just could not take 
it any more and left, full of anger and 
resentment. I then decided to go into direct 
service and began a job in a hospital. I was also 
teaching a psychology course at the university. 
The experience was good. I learned a lot. I was 
able to discover a system... a framework and a 
methodology for reviewing different treatment 
modalities... but somehow I felt lost in all of 
that methodology... It felt like I could do all 
that was required to be a good psychologist. You 
know.... be on top of the latest theories, do all 
this reading... and... I remember even reading 
material written by feminist authors... but still, 
there was something missing. I could not 
understand, at the time, what it was. I just 
226 
thought that I was not satisfied. Now, I 
understand that the reason I felt that something 
was missing was because of the absence of 
feminism, as a movement, here in Argentina. 
I know I was searching for something... something 
that would give me answers to a lot of things that 
I was feeling inside. I could feel it 
everywhere... in the hospital... in my research 
work and then... I figured it out. It was right 
there in front of me. I found what I was 
searching for in my research work on peasant 
families. That is how I first became aware of the 
situation of oppression of women. 
As I was conducting my research, I began to 
suspect that many of the mental illnesses that 
appeared in the peasant women that I was studying 
seemed related to the impact that 'machista' 
cultural patterns had on them. This finding is 
what brought me to feminism. 
Women's Content Education: The Formal System 
In 1982, Lucelenia received an unexpected invitation from a 
non-profit, grass roots feminist counseling organization to 
participate in one of their activities. According to her, 
this was the first time she was among a group of feminists. 
During the 1970's, we were all lost, locked up, 
hidden... There was too much censorship... We 
didn't have the freedom of reading or buying 
certain kinds of books... and did not have access 
to feminist bibliographies. When we approached 
the new wave of democracy, all of the things that 
were hidden began to surface. It was so amazing! 
At that moment, I searched for everything that I 
could put my hands on! I desperately began to 
look for feminist material and read. The more I 
read, the more I wanted to learn. I had so many 
questions and ideas... it was like this incredible 
inner struggle and transformation. 
How did I get into the women's studies program? I 
owe it to lots of women. But, most of all, I owe 
it to my mother... I admire my mother. She is a 
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woman whom I will always admire. My mother's 
history and strength were the tools that built the 
road which led me to develop myself as a woman who 
is proud of who she is. Imagine! When I 
completed my bachelors degree my mother went 
quietly... she didn't tell anyone and... completed 
a high school degree. My mother... she is my 
greatest support... my biggest help... I owe so 
much to her. 
In 1987, Lucelenia learned about the women's studies 
program of La Universidad de Buenos Aires through the 
women's informal network. When it opened its postgraduate 
program, she decided to apply. While it was a very 
competitive selection, she was one of the students admitted 
into the program. She remained with her area of interest: 
mental health. This time her interest was women and mental 
health. 
I continued my same line of study but from the 
perspective of gender. My goal is to some day 
work in social policy with government agencies, 
doing research and consultation in the area of 
mental health services for women... you know... 
from a feminist perspective. Who knows what will 
happen? You never know what to expect. Things in 
this country are strange. You take, for example, 
the military. All of sudden, we were at last able 
to prosecute the military who committed violent 
crimes against the people of this country. But 
now there is talk about how the new president, 
with the Bishop's support, is considering 
amnesty... Imagine! After all of this they want 
forgiveness... to exempt them... There are talks 
about the country's need to forgive the 
military... Imagine! They are letting these 
criminals get away... go free without charges. 
Just the other day, there was a report on the 
news. Once again, there was another case found of 
tortures in the prisons. And you want to hear the 
sad part.... even with ample evidence, the 
torturers were left free. 
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There is a lot going on. The media now has this 
massive campaign on what is clearly a 
glorification of the traditional, patriarchal 
family. The misery that people live_ the 
poverty that deteriorates everything, from 
people's health to everything that is associated 
with their livelihood, is at stake. 
Women, at this point, have developed a series of 
mechanisms for survival. Many are now the heads 
and main supporters of the family... developing 
strategies through the informal economy... selling 
in the market... working 'la doble jornada' 
(double journey inside and outside of the home). 
Today there is a very high incidence of mental 
illness among women and the phenomena of violence 
against women is on the rise... We in this country 
don't even know enough about this social problem. 
There are no programs in place or anything. 
Regarding the impact of the women's studies programs' 
on her life, Lucelenia commented that the program had both 
positive and negative effects. She indicated that the main 
effect on her was her awareness of the contradictions that 
she found in her relationships with men. 
How did women's content education transform my 
life? Well, the first big one was the impact that 
it had on my relationship with my partner. It led 
me to break up with him. I never married or had 
children, but I had a partner... He was an 
engineer. All of a sudden we got to a point where 
our differences were so obvious that... forget it! 
For him, he came before anything else... his 
career... his needs... all before I did. I never 
really stopped doing what I did, but... at what 
expense! I had to do all of the domestic work... 
everything in the house. I often would deprive 
myself from going somewhere because of something 
that he expected me to do. All of a sudden, I 
began to be less tolerant... and to question him. 
And then I began to point out his machista 
behavior to him. He didn't see... would not 
modify his behavior... so I left him. 
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After we separated, it's been hard for me to find 
a partner. Someone that I feel comfortable with. 
You know? The type of society that we live in 
makes it hard for women to be alone and feel good 
about it. I've had to put a stop on my family's 
harassment... my uncles, cousins... it is always 
more of the same, "when am I getting married," 
they ask. A woman who is alone is not seen with 
good eyes. People assume that there is something 
wrong with her. That she must have some kind of 
defect... and that is why she can't get married... 
and if she doesn't have children!... Forget it! 
I decided not to have children. I made a 
conscious decision. I like kids, but having them 
would have limited me from doing the kinds of 
things that I wanted to do. I never regretted 
making this decision. A lot of people ask me if I 
don't regret getting old without having children. 
I tell them, "No." I feel so free. At times, I 
fluctuate between resenting being alone and liking 
it. 
Lucelenia discussed her experience in the program as 
rewarding and empowering. She also alluded to some of the 
internal conflicts that she experienced. 
My first experiences with the women's studies 
program were mixed. We were the first group to 
enter the program. So, obviously, there would be 
lots of stuff going on. What I remember the most 
was, for example, some of the major conflicts that 
took place. I think that this conflict also 
constituted part of our own personal processes of 
growth and of becoming aware. Most of those who 
were selected to enter the program had been 
professionals. Many even had at least 10 years of 
experience in the field. Some of the women had 
already been involved in research and had 
published. Others were consultants, worked for 
the government, were mothers... we all had our own 
political formation. We are not young women, you 
know... There were tons of differences and 
constant battles... most of the conflict centered 
around the demands being made on those running the 
program... 
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For some, the conflict grew from feeling like we 
were being treated like young kids... and then 
there were issues of competition between faculty 
and student... issues of not feeling validated 
enough for the experiences we brought... and 
conflict over course content. 
The positive side of all of this was that we had a 
group based on solidarity. After some time, many 
of us realized that a lot of our feelings were a 
reflection of our own insecurities... of not 
having a handle on certain material... or perhaps 
feeling threatened by what we were learning. Now, 
as we end the program, we are sharing our research 
work and cherishing what happened to us all... It 
has been a great experience. 
Her participation in the women's studies program has 
had a significant impact on Lucelenia's professional 
development. Her final research thesis was on women and 
mental health. She was able to develop her clinical skills 
and develop a much deeper understanding of mental illness 
among women in Argentina. 
I have used a lot of what I have learned through 
the courses in my work... Imagine the impact... I 
work only with women now... can you believe it? I 
love working in the hospital. The difference is 
that I can be close to women from all sectors of 
society, with all sorts of situations and 
problems. I didn't find that in private practice. 
The only time I take private clients now is when 
someone who I know asks me for an appointment. I 
have a small clientele. I am also actively 
involved with a grass roots women's organization. 
In this agency, I work with women from the popular 
sectors who can't afford to see a therapist. Most 
of the women who come to the Center are victims of 
physical abuse. 
I have also brought material from the women's 
studies program to the Center... we've had 
workshops, we circulate information about women. 
I have also been involved in consulting work with 
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governmental agencies. In this capacity, I 
evaluate social policies with the purpose of 
incorporating women's content into mental health 
treatment. I have also been able to bring women's 
content to the supervision of mental health 
workers. 
More recently, I have become interested in the 
area of adolescent women. My field of interest is 
depression. I am interested in also learning more 
about working with male adolescents. Perhaps this 
is where our hope for the future lies. 
Conclusion 
All of the women were exposed early in their lives to a 
strong emphasis on education as a tool for personal growth, 
upward mobility and female empowerment. For example, 
Josefina recognized at an early age that education had 
something to offer in terms of access to certain privileges. 
She grew up among girls who were not able to complete 
primary school. Aileen saw through her mother, one of the 
first women to be admitted to a university, the deep 
disappointment and limitations of life possibilities cause 
by being forced to abandon ones education to fulfill the 
role of her wife and mother. Flor realized that there was 
something wrong with the way the teachers encouraged her 
brother to get a college degree while she and her sister 
were expected to take a short technical degree. 
The case studies seem to suggest that, prior to being 
exposed to women's content education, the women were aware 
of the connections between their behavior, interests, and 
levels of achievement, and social and economic class. They 
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had encountered limitations and impositions because they 
were female and that left them feeling uncomfortable, even 
if they did not yet understand the nature of the problem. 
It was not until their participation in women's studies 
programs that they began to see their experiences within the 
context of institutional and cultural sexism or to 
incorporate an analysis of gender oppression into their 
perspectives. 
For the women interviewed the support of the family, 
particularly mothers, played a key role in the development 
of motivation and skills, and life choices. In the 
interviews, few women spoke about their fathers. Of the 
number who did, only one felt negatively about her father. 
The others indicated having had positive relationships, 
based on trust and respect. 
Most of the women identified their mothers as important 
role models and mentors. Nevertheless, there were 
contradictions in the role modeling they received. The 
women's mothers and grandmothers, and nuns encountered at 
school did not fully conform to traditional roles or act 
subservient to men. However, they fostered 'Marianista' 
values of "women's proper place" in society. Also, their 
convictions about female "moral behavior" were harsh and 
often painful. An interesting element in the experiences of 
these women's was their experiences with sexism seemed to 
often come in the form of 'Marianista' values imposed on 
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them than from direct 'machismo'. The almost inseparable 
relationship between 'Marianismo' and 'machismo' guarantees 
that, either way, women's lives are limited. Most of the 
women also had meaningful relationships with other females. 
Some found female support among peers in girl's schools and 
at least one of the women grew up in a supportive 
neighborhood women's community. 
It appears that, as the women reached adulthood, 
particularly as they engaged in relationships with 
significant others and were exposed to the larger world, 
they more harshly encountered the ways in which patriarchal 
values and institutions negatively influenced their lives 
and those of other women. Husbands expected the women to 
subordinate to their needs and desires, families expected 
them to stay home with the children, even a university 
program told one woman to sacrifice her career for her 
husbands. Most of the women also came to understand women's 
oppression through or in connection with non-feminist social 
movements. The personal accounts of Margarita and Lucelenia 
with human rights in Argentina are a dramatic illustration. 
Many of the women's relationships with men as 
significant others revealed a troubling picture. With the 
exception of Josefina, the interviewees expressed concern 
about the men in their lives. As the women became 
sensitized to and politicized about gender inequality and 
male domination, they found it difficult to find men willing 
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or able to treat them with the respect they needed. The 
women struggled to find intimate relationships in which they 
could truly be seen as equal partners. Each woman attempted 
in her own unique ways to respond to issues raised by 
marriage, children and relationships with lovers. A 
dominant theme that emerged quite clearly is that when 
Latina women develop a feminist consciousness and attain 
high levels of achievement within professional spheres, they 
can no longer easily accept subordinate roles in their 
personal relationships with men or in the home. 
Women who were single or who had separated from their 
partners shared feelings of deep discontent about men not 
being supportive to them as women and as professionals. 
Those who were married, even when in relationships with 
"gentle" and "progressive" partners, resented the extra 
burden that they faced as they tried to juggle the 
responsibilities of a career, school and family. Theses 
women still assumed the major responsibility for the 
household and the children. Having children meant 
interrupting careers altogether or structuring them around 
their family responsibilities. One theme that ran through 
the experiences of the mothers was the difficult struggle to 
balance their own personal needs and goals with their sense 
of responsibility to their children. For example, 
Margarita's son wanted her to be like other mothers, stay 
home and bake cookies. Husbands expected wives to be 
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responsible for the children even if she was pursuing a 
career. Latina women are making their own responses to 
these classic feminist dilemmas. 
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CHAPTER VI 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
As the researcher, my role in this study has presented 
a significant challenge to me. The process of learning 
about women's educational realities and women's content 
education in Latin America has often felt like a walk 
through a labyrinth filled with excitement and fear. 
Interviewing the women and listening to the audio tapes 
provoked a strong response in me and evoked many emotions. 
I recognized much of my own personal and professional 
experiences in the women's lives. As a Puerto Rican woman 
who was born and raised in rural Puerto Rico, I experienced 
similar economic, political and social phenomena, as well as 
the cultural values and behaviors, such as 'machismo' and 
'Marianismo' which are part of the fabric of oppression and 
subordination of Latina women. I came to a deeper 
understanding that, while we grew up in different and unique 
countries, the interviewees and I came of age as women in a 
historical period marked by the emergence of feminist 
thought and activism, and by awareness on the conditions of 
Latin America's third world status. In our own ways, we 
each confronted oppression and participated in social 
movements for equality and justice. For all of us, women's 
studies programs became a major part of that transformation. 
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The most striking quality of the experience of 
conducting the ethnographic interviews was the depth of the 
women's revelations. Each woman was courageous, thoughtful 
and vulnerable. Listening to their stories, and watching as 
they traveled into their pasts to bring back just that story 
or piece of information that best illustrated important 
aspects of their experiences, I was moved by the power of 
our process of mutual learning and the strong connections it 
established between us. The personal accounts shared by the 
women illustrate the variety of ways in which they responded 
to, adapted to and/or challenged their childhood 
experiences. All of the women came from what could 
certainly be considered traditional, patriarchal family 
experiences. Even in those cases where the interviewees' 
early lives were dominated by women, these women lived 
within the confines of traditional male-dominated and 
church-dominated culture. Though the road to women's 
studies and feminist thought was a long and a perhaps 
unexpected one for these six Latina women, support and 
glimpses of hope came from many surprising places. Their 
lives testify to the power of women to grow and change. 
Analysis 
This study illustrates the transitions that six Latin 
American women underwent in the process of discovering and 
integrating women's studies content into their lives. The 
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women's stories speak to the courage and determination 
required of women who chose to confront deep-rooted 
historical and cultural barriers such as the values of 
'Marianismo' and 'machismo,' the devastating gender-biased 
effects of economic crisis and the impact of structural 
adjustment programs on marginalized populations, and the 
transition to democracy. It is important to recognize that 
these are the voices of women from a particular historical 
period, approximately 1970-1990, a time when feminist, 
nationalist and social justice movements merged to create a 
new lens for viewing the social conditions of women and 
other oppressed groups in contemporary Latin America. 
A most important theme that surfaced from the women's 
stories is their connection to larger political movements in 
their communities and countries. Some participated in 
movements that opposed right-wing, dictatorships; others 
advocated for the rights of peasants and urban poor. The 
political realities of Latin America played a marked role in 
the women's lives and it appears that Latin American 
feminists often develop and define their feminism in 
relation to other progressive social movements. 
This research indicates that women's studies programs 
offered the women a significant instrument for personal and 
professional growth. Because of the particular socio¬ 
economic and political realities of the Latin American 
countries, women's content education also meant 
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'consientization' and change. The women interviewed not 
only accepted change, they initiated it. While the 
inclusion of women is by no means an accepted part of the 
mainstream of research or curriculum, women doing and 
teaching feminist scholarship are no longer a lonely voice 
crying out to be heard. New interactions, support systems 
and networks were formed among the women and with other 
women outside of the university or professional world. One 
important aspect of the study is that it shows that women's 
studies' networks serve to support and encourage 
relationships among the women students as well as with other 
women outside of academe. The support and sharing that they 
found in the program helped them overcome the isolation that 
some of them had felt as they struggled to create self- 
defined and self-respectful personal and professional lives. 
Moreover, this sense of unity gave them much needed support 
as they came to see themselves as agents of change. 
In most Latin American countries, there are few women 
professors and administrators in higher education. This is 
true even in disciplines identified as women's domains 
(i.e., social work and education). Given the obstacles that 
the women face in relation to their personal and 
professional lives, their commitment to such a controversial 
phenomenon as women's content education, speaks both to 
their strength and perseverance and to the real values of 
women's studies in their lives. 
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In addition to producing and promoting feminist 
knowledge and scholarship, these women are playing a vital 
role in the creation of change to improve women's lives. As 
students, as professionals, and as community activists these 
are the women who are creating new paradigms, producing new 
data, expanding knowledge, and publishing. In other words, 
they are challenging the barriers of gender inequality. 
These women are taking leadership positions and speaking out 
on behalf of women's needs in their professions and 
communities. Their voices, and those of women like them, 
will more and more be heard in the places where important 
decisions are made in universities, government and service 
agencies. They offer hope that women's voices can influence 
the formulation of international, local and national policy, 
and of economic and human development plans. 
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CHAPTER VII 
BY WAY OF CONCLUSION 
In the decades of the 1950s and 1960s theories of 
economic development as applied to Latin America assumed 
lineal evolution which emulated the growth models of 
capitalist. Western countries. International development 
agencies formulated modernization plans and programs based 
on this approach in Latin American countries. The 
literature revels that the results were mixed: there was 
some short improvement until the 1970s, particularly in 
Mexico and Argentina. However, even this limited 
improvement reached only a few, mainly the ruling class, 
while the great majority, particularly marginalized people, 
were left impoverished. 
In contemporary Latin America, the long term economic 
devastation that characterizes the countries of the region 
has led many to conclude that capitalist economic growth 
models have failed. Today, most Latin American countries 
face a widening gap between rich and poor, high inflation 
rates, unemployment, an economic system controlled by 
foreign investors, and structural adjustment policies 
designed to cope with the external debt crisis. Latin 
American countries continue to remain economically and 
politically dependent on international markets while many 
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native industries are privatized under the control of multi¬ 
national corporations. Government budget cuts and limited 
spending on social welfare programs only exaggerate the 
economic crisis and its devastating impact on the poor. 
Activism in the form of nationalist and resistance 
movements as well as socialist politics and guerrilla 
fighting have marked the Latin American response to the on¬ 
going economic dilemma. The examples of Cuba and Nicaragua 
are the most dramatic, but people all over Latin America are 
looking for answers. The emergence of feminism has created 
an unexpected new force in the struggle to combat the 
effects of poverty, authoritarianism and inequality. 
Research indicates that inadequate economic development 
programs, the economic crisis and the structural adjustment 
plans created in response have negatively affected women 
more than any other population group. The scarcity of 
resources, the invisibility of women in the work force and 
in government, and the role assigned to women as caretakers, 
particularly during times of social welfare cuts, have 
intensified the overwhelming effects of poverty on women and 
their children. As caretakers, women have been responsible 
for meeting the needs of the elderly, people with 
disabilities, the sick, their extended families and often 
the families of others in the community. While many women 
and children today barely survive at the subsistence level, 
economic and human development policies and plans in Latin 
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America have largely ignored them. The underlying 
assumption is that women are dependents of men and make no 
valuable contribution to society other than that of 
reproduction. 
The oppression of Latin American women is defined by 
the unique social, economic and political barriers to gender 
equality characteristic of the region. However, contrary to 
popular misconceptions, women in Latin America have a 
history of resistance to gender inequality and oppression. 
Since 1975, for example, there has been a dramatic increase 
in the political mobilization of women and an emergence of 
Latin America's second wave of feminist. Jaquette (1989) 
describes this as Latin America's new era of women's 
mobilization. The fruits of the United Nations Decade of 
Women, the mobilization of women around the economic crisis 
and the culture of fear, as well as the formation of 
feminist 'Encuentros' have helped to shape the social, 
economic and political agenda of the women's movement and 
provide it with a mass base. 
During the Decade of Women the various specialized 
agencies of the United Nations opened up an important debate 
with its assertion that "development" aid plans often took 
place at the expense of women. International feminism 
suggested that to confront development problems, policies 
and programs successfully in the third world, the social and 
economic role and needs of women must be taken into account. 
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Latin American women have also responded to this new debate 
with a renewed spirit of resistance. Particularly during 
the 1980s, women formed new organizations and joined protest 
movements. They were active in popular organizations and 
led in the formation of marginalized women in particular 
communal kitchens, community health clinics, and other 
alternative social welfare systems. The mother's movement 
is a specialized protest movement that women created in 
response to the culture of fear. Women used their 
'Marianista' values to confront government actions, to fight 
for peace, and to demand social justice for their 
disappeared children and grandchildren. Many women even 
joined guerrilla organizations or revolutionary parties and 
were in the forefront of international struggles. Popular 
movements, peasant and indigenous women's organizations, 
traditional partisan groups and feminist organizations 
helped create a united front. Common spaces, such as those 
offered by the 'Encuentros', have served as an important 
vehicle for reflection on and discussion about differences 
among women's struggles. They have also helped women to 
create alliances based on a Latin American and third world 
women's perspective. 
Feminism continues to be a controversial topic in Latin 
America. Women continue to seek a meeting place where they 
can explore feminist thought and action in the context of 
their own lives and those of other women. Because feminism 
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first emerged from and often reflected the needs of a few 
women, particularly those from advanced Western countries 
who are white and middle class, women of color in advanced 
countries and third world women in developing countries have 
often felt excluded from feminism. A central problem within 
feminist discourse is that it is difficult to arrive at a 
consensus regarding feminism as an ideology or an action 
(praxis) which encompass the realities of all women. 
Each strand of the feminist movement in Latin America 
has different origins, goals, foci and strategies. In 
countries such as Nicaragua, Guatemala and Peru, feminist 
trends have leaned more towards agrarian reforms, mobilizing 
rural women, and human rights. Feminists in industrializing 
countries such as Costa Rica, Argentina, Chile, Mexico and 
Uruguay have focused on organizing urban poor women, human 
rights, and academic feminism (Jackette, 1989). Women in 
neighborhood-based grass roots organizations most often 
focus on urban and rural poor women coming together to 
ensure "the survival of their families under increasingly 
harsh economic circumstances" (Jackette, 1989, p.186). 
Women from the rural areas generally mobilize in response to 
survival issue such as hunger and form organizations of 'la 
olla comun'. Many of these women struggle to improve the 
conditions for their families without necessarily 
constituting themselves into a socially or politically 
organized force of women (Blondete, 1989). 
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In Latin America, feminist organizations as a unique 
form of women's organizing are primarily associated with 
middle class and professional women who have had exposure to 
higher education and many of whom work in academia. 
Feminist organizations tend to concentrate on consciousness 
raising and political and social action. The literature 
shows that many of the women drawn to feminist organizations 
had been politiziced as members of leftist parties. They 
have found themselves disenchanted with male dominated 
leadership which ignored or invalidated women's issues, 
defining them as divisive and diversionary to socialist 
causes (Jackette, 1989). 
The variations in ideologies, political goals and 
approaches to women's issues in Latin America reflect the 
complexities and contradictions of the continent. They also 
reflect the differing views of those who see patriarchal 
institutions as the problem and those who place their 
primary focus on economic and political survival. For 
example, marginalized women particularly peasants, often 
have a different perspective on ending gender inequality 
than feminists who seek social equality with men. Peasant 
women generally seek to maintain their families intact and 
to continue to receive financial support from a spouse. The 
ramifications of losing a partner to migration, government 
repression, economic insolvency or the social effects of 
poverty (i.e., alcoholism abuse, dissention, etc.) are real 
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threats to them. For urban poor women, particularly those 
who are not white, the most pressing realities of gender 
inequality involve the difficulty finding employment other 
than domestic work or prostitution and the struggle to keep 
their children from starvation. To a Latina lesbian the 
fight against gender inequality may take the shape of a 
struggle to keep her family or to come out as a lesbian in 
the face of severe repression including police brutality 
(i.e., gang rape). 
While some feminists see these variations as a 
weakness, others understand that women are not a homogenous 
group or sub-group and thus must define their own issues. 
It is possible to find strength in diversity. Also, many 
factors contribute to the reluctancy of some Latinas to 
identify with or advocate for feminism. One factor is what 
some identify as the ideology of dominance that permeates 
modern imperialist cultures, including the United States. 
Latin America has a long history of resistance to the 
ethnocentric and imperialist pressures on it to assimilate 
the values and customs of the United States. For many 
Latinas, feminism - particularly liberal feminism - is 
viewed as another imposed tool of colonial dominance. A 
second factor is the level of socio-cultural awareness of 
the internalized conditioning of 'machista'-'Marianista' 
ideologies and practices. A third is the variety of 
economic, political and military problems faced by women 
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(and their families) and how they may or may not find in 
feminism a tool for empowerment. Many women also oppose 
feminism because of their fear to be identified as radical, 
especially if they have internalized 'lesbo-phobic' values 
and equate feminism with lesbianism. 
It is evident that, for most Latin American women, 
identity and feminist development are a product of their own 
daily life (lo cotidiano) and their personal political 
perspectives. Some Latin American women do eventually 
discover feminism in spite of all the odds against it. 
Furthermore, in spite of its shortcomings, feminism does 
appear to offer something important and life affirming to 
Latin American women. 
Regardless of the differences that exist between women, 
feminist organizing in Latin America provides a theoretical 
framework within which women can include their own reality 
in their efforts to address the important issues of economic 
development, human rights struggles and political 
democratization that are at the center of third world 
mobilization of women. 
Today, feminist scholars, particularly those with a 
third world women's perspective, have called attention to 
the diversity of women's social, economic and political 
reality in feminist thinking and the need to integrate 
women's content education as a field of inquiry in Latin 
America. Education plays a major role in Latin America's 
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'women's agenda,' and many Latina students and academicians 
are finding the need to institutionalize women's content 
education in universities. While some critics of women's 
studies programs believe that this content only reaches a 
few, middle-class women, evidence shows that women's content 
education not only has the potential to reach many students 
but may also directly impact the lives of women outside of 
academe and help them to form movements to create economic 
change and social justice. 
Women's studies programs in Latin America as evidenced 
through this study of women students in three programs, 
speak to the need to search for strategies and immediate 
solutions to the multiplicity of issues and challenges that 
Latin American women confront today. According to the 
ethnographies the subordination and marginalization of women 
require that women study, question and re-conceptualize 
their traditional knowledge about themselves and other 
women. Responses to traditional male-dominated authority 
and control - whether by family members, religious and 
governmental institutions, academic institutions or 
significant others - are based in the processes of 
empowerment. It is evident that as Latin American women 
continue to search for answers to the questions of gender 
inequality, they will influence and expand the scope of many 
academic programs and institutions. The kind of influence 
that women can develop through women's content education 
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grows from the very process of making knowledge more 
inclusive and emancipating. It is a process of self- 
identification and of self-esteem. It is also a process 
that challenges male-centered and colonizing notions of 
education and of women's traditional social role and 
political status. 
The reality of feminist discourse, of shared power 
through knowledge and of women's content education's impact 
on the lives of non-academic women, can not be separated 
from the theoretical basis, teaching and research 
methodologies offered in women's studies programs. If 
feminism in Latin America is to continue to create 
strategies to integrate the needs of all women into all 
areas of intellectual inquiry and practice, and it must, 
women's content education must not only demand that the 
eradication of women's subordination and other inequities of 
gender be integrated into the overall goals and missions of 
universities, but it must also consider ways to reach out to 
the needs of non-academic women. 
Those involved in women's studies programs have, for 
the most part, encountered major obstacles. Most women's 
studies programs have been undermined and denied the right 
to develop and expand throughout the curriculum. In 
addition, feminists in academe have had to contend with 
hostility directed at them by the non-academic community. 
The tug-of-war that has historically existed between 
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feminist intellectuals or academicians and feminist 
activists directly affects women's studies programs. This 
situation has led to the formation of a false dichotomy 
between feminist ideologies and practice. For example, in 
1990, while participating at a conference on women's studies 
programs in Latin America held in Buenos Aires, I was amazed 
at the feelings of resentment and hostility directed by non- 
academic women to those participating in the creation of 
women's studies programs. It was interesting to note that 
the first response of the academic women was to justify 
themselves by citing their many years of work with feminism 
outside of academe. This response seemed to have little 
value to the angry women in the audience as they continued 
to present their perspective on the hierarchies of power of 
elitist intellectual women over marginalized women. This 
situation illustrates the need for women in academe to 
create spaces to listen to what women, particularly 
marginalized women, are saying about their need to be 
included into women's content education. 
Mechanisms for women to talk among themselves as 
Latinas must continue to evolve in academia, particularly at 
the undergraduate level. The undergraduate level is a place 
where Latino men and Latina women often begin to define 
themselves, share experiences and learn from one another, 
and where they are offered epistemologies and experiences to 
understand and act in the world in which they live. Because 
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of the third world status, poverty, political repression and 
national division characteristic of most Latin American 
countries, there already exists a forum at the undergraduate 
level to explore about oppression. It is essential for 
feminist instructors to take advantage of this forum and 
infuse women's content throughout the curriculum. Also, it 
is necessary to establish pedagogical mechanisms to address 
differences in a safe environment which fosters cross- 
culturalism and respect for diversity. 
The creation of a Latin American-centered feminist 
perspective is essential. This process is two fold. 
Because dominant feminist (North American and European) 
theories and strategies strongly influence feminist theories 
in third world countries, including those of Latin America, 
there needs to be a mechanism by which those formulating 
such theories can examine and challenge class, race and 
ethnic bias and the prevailing assumptions of a universally 
valid perspective. The realities of women of the most 
oppressed sectors in Latin America must be integrated into 
the varied feminist perspectives and include strategies to 
motivate women of the popular sectors (i.e., rural workers, 
urban poor, domestic servants, prostitutes, those facing 
repression, violence and political persecution, and 
students). Feminism can be an important educational and 
political base for all of these women as they create 
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economic change, social justice and the empowerment of 
women. 
Secondly, there needs to be, as part of any feminist 
analysis and process, mechanisms established in women's 
studies programs to understand the significant role that 
women, particularly in light of their social group 
membership, play in achieving social change and progress. 
Coalition building and solidarity work in various areas of 
women's studies, such as the feminization of poverty, human 
rights violations, military authoritarianism and lesbian 
oppression, need to be infused into the curriculum and 
encouraged in field practice, research and scholarship. 
While progressive social movements such as those of the 
left (i.e., student's movements and labor organizing in 
academia) have historically represented the interests of 
men. Cooperation and alliances with these movements can 
help make the needs of women in academia more visible. 
Since student organizations are already established and 
active in most Latin American universities, they are a 
logical forum through which to bring the issue of gender 
into a broader context. Considering the overwhelming denial 
of most faculty and administrators in academe about the 
importance of gender studies and the lack of financial 
resources and general support available to most women's 
studies programs, maximizing the visibility of women in 
mainstream, academic institutions may also be an important 
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strategy. For example, the women's studies program at El 
Colegio Universitario de Cayey in Puerto Rico has created an 
innovative programs to attract faculty and administrators 
from different institutions of higher education in an 
attempt to offer training in the area of gender studies. 
Different incentives, such as lessening workloads of those 
attending the training, enables many people to participate 
in and benefit from the program. 
Latina women in academia have an enormous task ahead of 
them, but they also have an enormous opportunity. Women 
offer their countries an inclusive vision of Latin America's 
reality. That is, they have a more complete and integral 
understanding of the conditions in which all people - men, 
women and children, - live under imperialism and dependency. 
They have also seen that, in spite of numerous obstacles, 
they have played a major role in the struggle to establish 
democracy, respond to Latin America's economic crisis and 
challenge in order to transform social institutions of male 
power. 
As Latin American women continue to develop women's 
studies programs and create our own unique version of 
feminism - defined by our needs, views and contributions as 
women - we offer hope for the future of our countries and 
the world. 
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